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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to develop and defend an epistemic contextualist theory of testimonial
‘knowledge’. Epistemic contextualism is a semantic thesis which holds that the truth-conditions
of the word ‘knows’ partially depend on the context of attribution. They so depend because the
strength of evidence required for a subject to ‘know’ a proposition depends on features of the
context of attribution.
As a second-order semantic thesis, however, epistemic contextualism doesn’t tell us what
constitutes evidence within a context. That is, it is neutral regarding the first-order matter of what
particular epistemic properties are sufficient for an attribution of ‘knowledge’ to be true in any
particular context. Taking advantage of this neutrality, I combine epistemic contextualism with a
first-order theory of testimonial knowledge. The result is a unique contextualist theory of
testimonial ‘knowledge’ – Contextualized Pluralism. On this view, what it takes for a listener to
‘know’ some attested-to proposition depends on the context of attribution, and this because the
standard of evidence required for the listener to satisfy this attribution depends on context.

Motivation for Contextualized Pluralism comes from several sources. First, I will suggest that
certain pairs of cases which are taken to motivate epistemic contextualism also motivate a
specifically testimonial form of contextualism. Second, I will argue that Contextualized
pluralism can also fruitfully contribute to debates both within and out with the epistemology of
testimony. Regarding the epistemology of testimony, I will maintain that Contextualized
Pluralism can shield testimonial transmission from recent counterexamples. Moreover, it can
provide a compelling solution to testimonial versions of familiar sceptical puzzles. Outside of
testimony, I will argue that my theory can make substantive contributions to contemporary
research programs in both the epistemology of knowledge attributions and feminist philosophy
of language. Regarding the former, I will argue that if we find a function-first approach to
knowledge attributions plausible, then we have good reason to adopt Contextualized Pluralism.
Regarding the latter, I argue that Contextualized Pluralism can model a form of epistemic
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injustice which occurs when agents use identity power to manipulate contextually-governed
epistemic standards.
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Lay Summary

The primary purpose of this thesis is to develop and defend an epistemic contextualist theory of
testimonial knowledge. This theory makes use of a theory of language called contextualism. The
basic idea of contextualism is that the meaning of some particular term depends on who or where
it is used. For instance, what the term ‘I’ means depends on who utters it. Epistemic
contextualism holds that the meaning of the term ‘knows’ depends on where it is used. When
used in normal circumstances, it means that the person who is said to ‘know’ has the kind of
evidence which would normally be good enough to ‘know’ something. But when used in
circumstances where a lot is at stake, it means that the person who is said to ‘know’ has better
than normal evidence. I apply this theory to testimony, or utterances made by speakers, and
suggest that adopting it has various advantages.
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Preface

This dissertation is original scholarship by the author, Nathan Robert Cockram, and was not
produced with co-authors. Additionally, the author alone is responsible for the identification,
design, and analysis of all research contained in this dissertation.

Some material in the third chapter is paraphrased from my previously published paper,
‘Knowledge and Quantifiers’, which appeared in The Routledge Handbook of Epistemic
Contextualism, ed. Jonathan Jenkins Ichikawa. New York: Routledge Press, pp. 332-347.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1

Background

It’s common in the literature on testimony to hold that listeners can acquire basic knowledge of
what is said. By basic knowledge, I simply here mean propositional knowledge which is not
based on inference from any other proposition. For instance, if you tell me that you walked your
dog this morning, and this is true, it is plausible to think that I can come to know this simply by
your telling me this. No further evidence is required on my part as listener. To hold that listeners
can acquire basic testimonial knowledge in this way is to subscribe to a form of foundationalism
about testimonial knowledge. It suggests that testimony, like perception or memory, can be a
fundamental, and irreducible source of knowledge about our world. While this connection
between testimony and other basic sources of knowledge has been made many times, an
important implication of this connection hasn’t, as far as I can tell, been explored to any great
length.
In recent decades, epistemologists have canvassed pairs of cases – call them Bank-style cases ¬–
which seem to suggest that whether a subject knows a proposition partially depends on practical
(that is, not truth-related) properties such as stakes or conversational salience. Here is such a pair
of cases, inspired by DeRose (2009):

LOW: Keith and his wife Sarah are driving home on a Friday afternoon. They plan to stop at
the bank on the way to deposit a cheque. It’s not important that they do so, as they have no
impending bills. But, as they drive past the bank, they notice that the lines inside are very
long. Realizing that it isn't very important that the cheque is deposited right away, Keith
says, ‘I know the bank will be open tomorrow, since I was there just two weeks ago on
Saturday morning. So we can deposit our cheque tomorrow morning.’

HIGH: Keith and his wife Sarah are driving home on a Friday afternoon. They plan to stop
at the bank on the way home to deposit a cheque. Since they have an impending bill, and
very little in their account, it’s very important that they deposit their cheque by Saturday.
1

Keith notes that he was at the bank two weeks before on a Saturday morning, and it was
open. But, as Sarah points out, banks do change their opening hours. Keith says, ‘I guess
you're right. I don't know that the bank will be open tomorrow.’1

On the canonical reading of the cases while it is intuitive that Keith says something true in selfattributing knowledge in LOW, he also says something true when he denies knowledge in HIGH.
While I will be discussing Bank-style cases in more depth in the second chapter, what’s
important to note presently is that if these intuitions are sound (and here I assume they are) they
suggest the falsity of an orthodox semantics of knowledge attributions: epistemic invariantism.
Epistemic invariantism holds that the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions are fixed by the
truth-relevant properties of the subject’s belief. They are fixed, that is, by the sorts of properties
which have always concerned epistemologists – belief, truth, evidence, etc. Nothing else. Call
the truth-relevant properties possessed by a subject’s belief her epistemic position. Knowledge,
on this picture, supervenes on a subject’s epistemic position; two subjects with the same truthrelevant properties will be an identical position with regards to satisfying the truth-conditions of
a knowledge attribution. If the intuitions motivating the Bank cases are taken on their face,
however, they suggest the falsity of invariantism. This is because Keith occupies the same
epistemic position in both HIGH and LOW. Thus, invariantism predicts that if Keith says
something intuitively true in ascribing knowledge in LOW, then it should be the case that he says
something false when he denies that he knows in HIGH. That instead it’s intuitive that he speaks
truly in HIGH, therefore, is intuitive data which invariantism can’t accommodate.

Supposing, then, that the intuitive data is sound, we face a choice point. We could try to
accommodate it within an invariantist semantics, or we could abandon invariantism altogether
and instead accommodate the through an alternative semantics of knowledge attributions.2
Unsurprisingly, a large literature has sprung up here, and a variety of competitor views have
been canvassed. In my view, however, there remains a large gap in the literature. This gap is

DeRose. 2009, pp. 1-2. Note that I have changed ‘My wife and I’ to ‘Keith and his wife’.
We could also try to reject the intuitions as unsound through an error-theory. I won’t discuss this strategy further
for reasons of space and relevance.
1
2
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between the putative choice-point generated by Bank-style cases and the epistemology of
testimony. More specifically, as far as I can see, there has been little effort devoted in the
literature to exploring whether Bank-style cases generate the same intuitive data point when it
comes to basic testimonial evidence. That is, little effort has been devoted to determining
whether basic testimonial evidence is sensitive to practical features. This is unfortunate in my
view. For if such cases suggest that whether or not a subject is in a position to acquire knowledge
of general empirical matters depends on practical features, then this provides at least some prima
facie motivation to think that basic testimonial knowledge will also so depend. Going some way
to filling this gap is my most general project in this thesis, and provides its most fundamental
motivation. I will suggest that Bank-style cases in fact do issue the same intuitive data in
modified versions featuring basic testimonial evidence, and use this insight as a launch pad (so to
speak) for my main task: the articulation and defence of a novel, epistemic contextualist
semantics for testimonial ‘knowledge’ attributions which I call ‘Contextualized Pluralism’.

1.2

Contextualized Pluralism: an Overview

By opting for an epistemic contextualist semantics for testimonial ‘knowledge’ attributions, I am
committed to accommodating the intuitive data elicited by Bank-style cases by means of
rejecting invariantism, and adopting a new semantics for testimonial ‘knowledge’ attributions.
To preview how this contextualist semantics is supposed to accommodate Bank-style cases,
however, will require us to say a bit about epistemic contextualism, and the theory of
‘knowledge’ I will be constructing.

Epistemic contextualism (cf. DeRose 1992, 2005, 2009, Cohen 1988, 1999, Lewis 1996,
Ichikawa 2011, 2017) is a thesis about the word ‘knows’. It holds that ‘knows’ is contextsensitive, and its contribution to the meaning of the sentence of which it is a constituent depends
on the context of attribution.3 Exactly how context contributes to the meaning of sentences
involving the word ‘knows’ is controversial. However, we will understand contexts here as
functions from a particular conversational situation to a particular standard of evidence (which I
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Ichikawa. 2017b, pp. 2-3.
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will here understand as a set of relevant alternatives). The idea is that the standard of evidence
returned in any particular context is sensitive to, and depends upon, some practical feature of the
context of attribution, such as what alternatives are conversationally relevant (salience
sensitivity), or how much is at stake for the attributor (stakes sensitivity). Epistemic
contextualism, however, is a second-order semantic thesis. By this, I mean that it tells us that the
word ‘knows’ is context-sensitive. But this doesn’t give us a fully-fleshed out theory of
‘knowledge’. It only tells us that, whatever else is required to satisfy the truth-conditions of a
‘knowledge’ attribution, it will require meeting a context-sensitive evidential standard. On the
question of what constitutes the knowledge relation within any particular context – viz., what
properties are required for the subject to satisfy ‘knows’ once an evidential standard is returned
in a context of attribution, and the truth-conditions are accordingly fixed – epistemic
contextualism is neutral.4 What I aim to do in this thesis is develop a new version of
contextualism – Contextualized Pluralism – which adopts a contextualist semantics in the
vicinity of the one sketched out above to a novel first-order theory of testimonial knowledge
which I call Pluralism.

According to Pluralism, there are two routes to testimonial knowledge: basic and inferential.
Basic testimonial knowledge that p occurs when a listener acquires conclusive, entailing
evidence that p (that is, evidence which entails the falsity of any relevant alternatives), and is in a
position to rationally exploit this fact because she possesses no defeaters to it. Inferential
testimonial knowledge occurs when a listener believes p not simply by taking the speaker at her
word, but because she believes it on the basis of another true testimonial proposition (or set of
propositions) which rules out all of the relevant alternatives. What is important here is that this
view includes a commitment to a kind of disjunctive view of testimonial evidence. All
testimonial evidence is either basic, or inferential, and these are epistemically distinct. Basic
testimonial evidence, is a ‘direct’ way of acquiring knowledge through testimony, and is thus
more fundamental to the enterprise of testimony than inferential testimonial knowledge, which is
in a sense derivative.

4

This point is made in a slightly different context in Ichikawa 2017a, pp. 91-93.
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Contextualized Pluralism, as the name suggests, is essentially a ‘shifty’ version of Pluralism.
According to the former, there are still two routes to testimonial ‘knowledge’, depending on
whether the listener forms a basic belief in what is said, or rather believes it on the basis of
inference. However – and this is the key difference – whether or not an attribution of
‘knowledge’ to the listener is true will depend on whether her evidence is strong enough to rule
out whatever set of relevant alternatives returned by the context of attribution, rather than a
cross-contextually fixed set of relevant alternatives (as in the non-contextualist version of
Pluralism). Let me briefly preview what the resulting theory will look like. Take inferential
‘knowledge’ first. Contextualized Pluralism has it that whether a listener ‘knows’ some attestedto proposition on the basis of some other testimonial evidence depends, among other things, on
whether this evidence can rule out the set of alternatives returned by the context of attribution.
Same goes for basic ‘knowledge’: whether the listener ‘knows’ something on the basis of taking
a speaker at her word, I will suggest, depends on whether her evidence allows her to rule out all
of the alternatives returned in the context of attribution.
This is the basic structure of the theory. To say that the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’
attributions are partially determined by the context of attribution, however, presupposes that we
have identified just what it is about contexts of attribution which determines the truth-conditions.
Here we face another choice-point. Think of a context here as a concrete conversational
situation. One candidate property of contexts for playing the role of determining what standard
of evidence is denoted by ‘knows’ is conversational salience (salience sensitivity). The salience
sensitivity account suggests that the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’ attributions are determined
by the intentions, presuppositions and purposes of the conversation.5 This is a common view.
However, following McKenna (2013, 2014), I will instead be adopting a stakes-sensitivity

5

Though note that this is a rough approximation of a model which can take many specific forms. According to
Blome-Tillmann (2009, 2013a, 2014) for example, salience is understood in terms of Stalnakerian presuppositions:
an alternative is salient only if it is compatible with those propositions presupposed as true in the conversation.
Lewis (1996) takes a different direction here. He understands salience by means as a set of meta-semantic rules,
which includes rules of resemblance and relevance. More on this later.
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account. According to this view, contextual variation in the truth-conditions of ‘knows’ is tied to
the practical stakes or interests of the attributor. The idea here is that more that is at stake for the
attributor, the more alternatives will be relevant. The greater the stakes, the stronger the subject’s
evidence must be in order to ‘know’. I motivate the adoption of stakes sensitivity by combining
it with a Craigian, function-first account of knowledge attributions. According to Craig (1990),
the term ‘knowledge’ certifies that an agent possesses information of an epistemic quality
sufficient for the interests of her communal peers. However, given that distinct agents will have
distinct practical interests, I will argue that it is natural to understand Craig’s proposal in terms of
a salience-sensitivity version of EC: whether it is true that I ‘know’ depends on part on the
practical interests of the attributor, because the function of such attributions is tied to the
attributor’s practical interests.6 As a result, I will suggest that tying a stakes-sensitivity version
of EC to this Craigian thesis provides a principled motivation to adopt it independent of any
controversies over the Bank cases.

1.3

Motivations

This concludes a summary of the broad contours of the theory. I will now preview four
arguments by which I will motivate it.

The first motivation was already sketched out above. I will make the case that one of the benefits
of Contextualized Pluralism is that it allows us to accommodate the intuitive data elicited by
modified versions of the Bank Cases which involve testimonial, rather than memorial, evidence.
It can accommodate them, I will maintain, in the following way. In LOW, not much is at stake
for Keith. Consequently, the set of relevant alternatives returned as part of the meaning of
‘knows’ is correspondingly small. Thus, his evidence is sufficient to eliminate the alternatives,
and as a result he says something true with his self-attribution. In HIGH, however, much more is
at stake for Keith. On the contextualist picture, the set of alternatives returned in this context is
resultantly larger, and includes the alternative that banks change hours occasionally. His
evidence can’t eliminate this alternative. Thus, Keith says something true in his denial of

6

Cf. Craig 1990, pp. 85-91.
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‘knowledge’ in HIGH. Moreover, I will also argue that, due to its embrace of a disjunctivist
account of evidence, the solution to the modified Bank cases offered by Contextualized
Pluralism has the further upshot that it differs from existing contextualist solutions to this style of
case currently found in the literature.

The second way I will motivate that Contextualized Pluralism is to suggest that it can make
fruitful contributions to debates in the epistemology of testimony. There are two arguments I will
make here. The first is that Contextualized Pluralism can shield testimonial transmission from a
series of putative counterexamples found in the literature. Briefly, transmission is the view that
when a listener takes the word of a speaker that p, whatever epistemic properties possessed by
the speaker for p continue to support p for the listener.7 A common implementation of
transmission construes it in terms of a knowledge transmission principle, which holds that
speaker knowledge that p is a necessary condition for a listener to acquire basic testimonial
knowledge that p. However, several putative counterexamples to knowledge transmission have
been recently canvassed in the literature, which seem to show that listeners can acquire basic
testimonial knowledge that p even where the speaker doesn’t know p. I will argue that we can
save transmission from these counterexamples if we adopt Contextualized Pluralism because the
latter endorses a distinct version of the basic thesis, evidence transmission, and evidence
transmission doesn’t succumb to the relevant cases. Evidence transmission, unlike knowledge
transmission, doesn’t require that a speaker know p, only that she possess and pass on
knowledge-level support for p to the listener. So, I conclude that the relevant cases aren’t
counterexamples to evidence transmission. The second argument here will be that
Contextualized Pluralism generates an attractive solution to a testimonial version of the sceptical
paradox. The testimonial version of the sceptical paradox, briefly, is generated by the
observation that while we take ourselves to know a great many things by way of taking the word
of speakers, the following bit of conditional reasoning is plausible: if we don’t know that a
speaker isn’t lying, then we can’t know what they said. We arrive at a paradox because while

7

This formulation of transmission is adopted from Paul Faulkner from his (2000), pg. 595.
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individually plausible, the putative Moorean fact and the bit of conditional reasoning are jointly
incompatible: if I don’t know that my interlocutor isn’t lying, then I don’t know those things I
accepted by means of taking the speaker’s word. The solution proposed by Contextualized
Pluralism exploits its subscription to stakes-sensitivity. On the view I endorse, what accounts for
shifts in the evidential standard denoted by ‘knows’ is shifts in the practical interests of the
attributor. Thus, as I will argue, when we say that we ‘know’ some everyday fact, we are saying
that we ‘know’ it relative to a low-stakes situation, where the evidential standard is lax. When we
say that we don’t ‘know’ that our interlocutor isn’t lying, however, we are saying this relative to
a higher-stakes situation where the evidential standard is demanding enough to render this denial
true. So, the paradox dissolves because we first affirm, and then deny, two distinct propositions:
in the low-stakes situation, we are using ‘know’ to denote a different epistemic relation, with a
different meaning, than our use of ‘know’ in the high-stakes situation.

The third motivation is that Contextualized Pluralism can contribute to the literature on the
politics of speech. More specifically, I will identify and describe a way in which speakers can
marginalize the agency of vulnerable interlocutors for personal or political gain which I call
conversational marginalization. Conversational marginalization, in brief, occurs when a socially
powerful interlocutor exploits his social power to undermine the ‘knowledge’ attribution of a
conversational peer as a means of protecting his ideological interests (broadly construed). As I
will argue, Contextualized Pluralism can both model how this takes place, and show why it
constitutes a distinct epistemic harm. On my theory, whether or not an alternative is relevant
depends on what is actually of practical relevance to the attributor (and not merely what she
thinks is relevant). But, for reasons I will explain, alternatives introduced to simply to protect
ideological interest are never practically relevant on the Pluralist picture. So, there is an
epistemic as well as a social harm manifest in these cases on the Pluralist picture – not only is
there an exercise of social power, but a putative ‘knower’ is forced to accept an irrelevant, and
therefore epistemically illegitimate alternative, thereby undermining her epistemic agency. I will
then argue that a mainstream rival of Contextualized Pluralism – conversational contextualism,
can’t model this epistemic harm. Briefly, conversational contextualism combines a contextualist
semantics of ‘knowledge’ attributions with what I have called a salience sensitivity model of
8

relevance within a context. It (roughly) holds that an alternative is relevant iff the conversational
participants jointly accept that an alternative is compatible with the intentions and
presuppositions driving the conversation. Because an alternative is relevant if accepted, however,
it can’t distinguish between those alternatives which are practically relevant and those which are
not. So, it is committed to holding that an alternative accepted is always relevant, meaning that
the proponent of conversational contextualism can’t model the distinctly epistemic harm
generated by these cases. I will conclude that the ability to model this distinctly epistemic harm
caused by conversational marginalization, in contrast to conversational contextualism, is a
significant virtue of Contextualized Pluralism and generates a reason to accept it instead of the
former.

A fourth and final motivation is generated by considerations drawn from recent literature on the
Craigian ‘function-first’ literature. Part of the Contextualized Pluralism package, as I have
mentioned, is a commitment to a function-first view of the purpose of knowledge attributions:
they have the purpose of flagging reliable informants. Recently, several authors (Greco, 2008,
Hannon, 2013, 2019, Henderson, 2009) have suggested that the function-first theory provide
principled motivation for epistemic contextualism: what constitutes a reliable informant, the
suggestion goes, depends on what informational needs are possessed by the person asking the
question (viz. the attributor). Indeed, if the informational needs possessed by those asking the
question determine what is a reliable informant, then we should expect the kind of shifts we see
in the bank cases. In his (2019), however, Michael Hannon argues that function-first doesn’t in
fact motivate epistemic contextualism; rather, it is neutral on the question of semantic
implementation. My goal in this chapter is to suggest that Hannon’s argument fails. The defender
of Craig’s theory does, in fact, have a motivation to adopt a contextualist semantics generated by
Craigian considerations after all.

1.4

Looking Ahead

As a way of concluding, I will now provide a preview of how this thesis will be organized.
Because Contextualized Pluralism has a number of components, I need to proceed in a fashion
which puts the pieces together in a cogent way. I will be starting in chapter 2. with an articulation
9

of Pluralism, the first-order theory of testimonial knowledge upon which a contextualist
semantics will be combined. In chapter 3., I will proceed with overlaying Pluralism with an
Epistemic Contextualist semantics, generating the mature theory I have dubbed Contextualized
Pluralism. In chapters 4., 5., and 6., I shift gears somewhat, and develop the main arguments in
favour of the view outlined above.
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Chapter 2: Pluralism

2.1

Introduction

Consider the following:

ANTIQUES: Andrew loves antique shopping. One day, he goes to an antique sale at his local
community centre. There, he notices what looks like a rare British paratrooper helmet from
the Second World War, which the seller says is genuine. However, he is also aware that
antiques sellers are sometimes dishonest to make sales.

Prima facie, this case might seem problematic for those who endorse testimonial nonreductionism. According to non-reductionists, testimonial beliefs can be known independent of
the listener possessing any reasons which count in their favour. That is, basic testimonial beliefs
can come to be known. However, it is plausible that ANTIQUES is not such a situation. For
given the salience of deception, it seems that Andrew would be epistemically irrational to simply
take the seller at his word without having some kind of positive reason to think that he is
speaking truthfully. Minimally, he needs a reason to think that the seller is not trying to deceive
him to make the sale. On closer inspection, however, this is only an apparent problem. For the
canonical specification of non-reductionism holds that forming a basic belief in what is said is
merely a sufficient route to, for instance, testimonial knowledge, which can be defeated or
cancelled by psychological or environmental contingencies. For instance, in his canonical (1993)
paper defending non-reductionism, Burge says:
Sometimes, the epistemic status of beliefs acquired from others is not empirical … [however]
social, political, or intellectual context often provides "stronger reasons" that counsel against
immediately accepting what one is told. Given life's complexities, this default position is often
left far behind in reasoning about whether to rely on a source.8

8

Burge (1993), pgs. 466 and 468.
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And yet another canonical defence of non-reductionism, Audi (1997), states:
Testimony that p can … produce in the hearer a justification for believing p … even if I am
not justified in believing p, my testimony can give you testimonially-based justification for
believing it, [However] justification sometimes requires already having some measure of it,
say, for believing the attester credible or for believing or for both. (The justification might
also be global if one may be justified in believing, in the absence of specific grounds for
thinking otherwise, that serious testimony tends to be true.)9

As these passages suggest, both Audi and Burge hold that sometimes, testimonial knowledge is
possible only where the listener believes what the speaker has said on the basis of an inference
from some possessed evidence. In these cases, they are united with reductionists in holding that
basic belief doesn’t issue in testimonial knowledge. I will call the view suggested by Burge and
Audi, viz. that basic testimonial belief is sufficient for knowledge, but not necessary, Classical
Non-Reductionism or CNR:

CLASSICAL NON-REDUCTIONISM (CNR): Listeners can, under certain conditions,
acquire basic testimonial knowledge by taking the word of a speaker. However, in some
circumstances, testimonial knowledge is only possible by means of inferring the truth of what
is said from additional evidence.

Notice, however, that in neither of the quoted passages does Audi or Burge give us a fullyfleshed account of exactly how listeners acquire testimonial knowledge by inference. Nor do
they do so in the respective papers. Dialectically, this is understandable, given that the debate
between reductionists and non-reductionists is over the existence of basic testimonial knowledge.
However, this leaves an important question unanswered: how exactly should the proponent of
CNR model testimonial knowledge by inference?

9

Audi, (1997), pg. 411.
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My primary purpose in this chapter is to propose a new, disjunctivist version of CNR – Pluralism
– which models how basic and inferential testimonial knowledge is possible. Like Burge and
Audi, my theory accepts that basic belief can generate testimonial knowledge under certain
circumstances. It also follows their lead in holding that testimonial belief by inference from
evidence can also generate testimonial knowledge. Unlike Burge and Audi, however Pluralism
gives the proponent of CNR a well-developed theory of testimonial knowledge by inference. By
well-developed, I mean that the Pluralist theory, unlike the non-reductionism defended by Burge
and Audi, includes a fully articulated statement of what constitutes testimonial knowledge by
inference. Thus, assuming that completeness is a theoretical desideratum, I will suggest that
answering the question posed here provides a prima facie reason for the defender of CNR to
accept my theory over those promoted by Burge and Audi. The theories promoted by the latter
authors are not direct competitors, but I say something important in addition.

2.2

Preliminaries

First, four preliminary points of clarification. First, by ‘testimony’, I mean the spoken or written
word of another. I am using ‘testimony’ in a broad manner. Second, I’ve mentioned the
distinction between basic and inferential belief and knowledge, but I haven’t defined them. I will
say that basic belief is non-inferential belief. If that belief, moreover, attains the status of
knowledge, it does so due to some constituent property the belief itself possesses.10 An
inferential belief, by contrast, is a belief which is held because the agent takes it to be supported
by another belief which she takes to be an epistemic reason counting in its favour.11 If the belief
attains the status of knowledge, moreover, it does so by virtue of this reason. For a brief
example, suppose I know that Mary Lake contains Pike. On the basis of this, I then infer that
Mary Lake is a good place to fish for Pike. Here, the reason I believe that it is a good place to
fish is that it contains Pike. The latter belief is inferred from the former. Second, for purposes of

10

Obviously, there is a choice point to be made regarding what the candidate property is. Internalists will go for
some type of mental state account. Externalists, on the other hand, go for a property which is not a mental state. The
position I take below is a form of externalism; it holds that basic knowledge allows the agent to be put directly in
contact with external-world facts. It is the facts themselves which are the property which generates the status of
knowledge.
11
Note that I am not assuming any particular conception of reasons, other than taking them here in the decidedly
epistemic sense, as something that counts in favor of a proposition being true.
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this chapter, I will be adopting a relevant alternatives theory of knowledge in the vein of Dretske
(1971). The basic idea behind relevant alternatives is that knowing p on the basis of e requires
that one’s evidence e eliminate – entail the non-actuality of – all not-p possibilities in nearby
possible worlds.12 Third, I am assuming that reasons are epistemic reasons – evidence. Fourth, I
subscribe to the thesis that all and only known propositions constitute evidence, or E=K. On the
plausible assumption that evidence constitutes reasons, I therefore also subscribe to the view that
all and only known propositions are reasons. So, by the factivity of knowledge, I also hold that
testimonial reasons and evidence are factive. It’s important to note here, however, that possession
of such factive evidence doesn’t imply that it is an entailing – conclusive – reason for every
hypothesis it might support. That someone knows that the murderer is over five feet tall entails
the hypothesis that the murderer is over five feet tall (by the factivity of knowledge). However, it
isn’t conclusive evidence for the further proposition that Michael Jordan (well over five feet tall)
is the murderer. For it in no way entails this. Many people other than MJ are over five feet tall.
Similarly, e might be a fact, yet one might not be in a position to exploit this fact due to the
presence of misleading evidence which makes it subjectively irrational to believe p.

2.3

The Pluralist Theory

My first task is to detail the relevant theory, which will occupy the next few sections. Once the
Pluralist theory is on the table, I will then return to the question of its relation to what I’ve called
classical non-reductionism.

2.3.1

General Structure

The new theory of testimonial knowledge and justification is composed of the following three
core claims. For any attested to proposition p:

1. There are various ways a listener can respond to an attested-to proposition p. In the first
instance, she can decide not to believe p. If she decides to believe it, she can take two

12

Here I’m following Lewis’s specification of elimination from his (1996), pp. 553-4.
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distinct routes. On the one hand, she can form a basic belief that p. On the other, she can
form an inferential belief that p if she possesses a reason which counts in favour of
trusting the testimony.

2. An epistemic disjunctivist theory of basic testimonial evidence is a good way of modelling
how testimonial knowledge and justified belief is acquired via these two routes to
testimonial belief-formation. The result of combining the two-route view of testimonial
belief-formation with the disjunctivist theory of evidence is a new form of nonreductionism I call Pluralism.

3. Pluralism can provide some, albeit imperfect, first-person rational guidance for listeners as
to which route of belief-formation to take in any testimonial situation.

In what follows, I will unpack each of these claims, and show how they fit together into an
attractive and novel theory of testimonial knowledge and justification.

2.3.2

The First Claim: Belief Formation

The first part of the theory is a view about the psychology of belief formation. It is my
contention that there are two ways a listener can respond to a token utterance that p. There are
two routes to testimonial belief. On the one hand, she can more or less automatically accept p.
Or, she can, with some effort, withhold from automatic belief-formation, and instead either reject
it outright or accept it deliberately through consideration of a reason she takes to count in favour
of it. On this view, then, the psychology of testimonial belief-formation has a disjunctive form:
either one forms an automatic belief, one forms a deliberate belief, or one doesn’t form a belief
at all.
While for reasons of space I won’t enter in to an extended defence of this view, I take it that it is
we can find some motivation for it in the dual-aspect theory of cognition (cf. Nagel 2008, 2010,
Kahneman 2011). According to the dual aspect view, there are two distinct types of cognition:
type-one cognition and type-two cognition. Type-one cognition is automatic, fast and largely
15

unconscious. Type-two, by contrast, is slow, deliberate, and labour intensive. Assuming that this
is a plausible theory of cognition, dual-aspect therefore gives my model of belief formation some
psychological traction. For the properties associated with type-one and type-two belief formation
correspond to central psychological properties of basic and inferential belief formation. Like
type-one cognition, basic belief formation is fast and automatic. Like type-two cognition,
inferential belief formation is comparatively deliberate and slow.

2.3.3

The Second Claim: Knowledge and Justification

The second key claim is that a disjunctivist theory of basic testimonial evidence is a good way of
modelling how testimonial knowledge and justified belief is acquired on this dual route picture
of testimonial belief-formation. It augments the two-route view very well. The result is a theory
where basic testimonial belief formation leads to a kind of direct acquisition of a fact, whereas
inferential testimonial belief formation leads to a kind of indirect acquisition of a fact. In this
sense, Pluralism renders basic testimonial knowledge fundamental, and inferential testimonial
knowledge derivative.

2.3.3.1

Epistemic Disjunctivism

To begin with, the type of disjunctivism that I wish to endorse here is epistemological
disjunctivism. Epistemological disjunctivism (Cf. McDowell 1995, 1998a, 1998b, Prichard
2012) is generally formulated as a theory about perceptual evidence. It is the thesis that a
subject’s evidence is not equivalent across perceptually indistinguishable states. In particular, it
holds that there is a fundamental distinction between seeing that p, and seeming to see that p. If I
see p, then I have conclusive evidence that p, in the sense that if I see p, this entails that p is true
. By contrast, if I seem to see p, I have a weaker type of evidence which doesn’t entail p (it only
entails a weaker fact, like that I’m having such-and such experience, for example). For one could
seem to see something that isn’t there. The core insight of epistemological disjunctivism about
perception, then, is that seeing that p and seeming to see that p are very different, epistemically
speaking. They lack a common evidential core or common highest factor (as it is often called).
When I see that p, I am in a good case, and thus I am directly acquainted with a fact. When, in
contrast, I merely seem to see p, I am in a bad case, and thus I am not directly acquainted with a
16

fact. On this account, good-case perception is epistemically fundamental, in the sense that
perceptual belief aims at direct acquaintance with one’s environment. Non-good case perception
is botched, in the sense that it hasn’t accomplished this aim.

2.3.3.2

Testimonial Disjunctivism

What I propose to do is transfer the epistemic disjunctivist approach to perception to the
epistemology of testimony.13 By doing this, I can model how the two routes to testimonial beliefformation can each lead to testimonial knowledge & justification. The main idea is as follows.
Basic, type-one belief formation is epistemically fundamental, in the sense that in objectively
good cases of basic testimonial belief that p it puts the listener in direct contact with the fact that
p itself.14 Non-basic, type-two belief-formation is epistemically derivative, in the sense that it
precludes coming into direct contact with p. Nevertheless, it can lead to indirect knowledge of
what was said. In the following two sections, I will unpack this schematic statement in depth.

Before I unpack the view, however, let me first make a couple of important clarificatory points.
First, basic belief. Above, I said that basic belief is non-inferential belief. I also said that whether
it attains a status such as knowledge depends on a constituent property the belief itself contains.
Basic testimonial belief, as I understand it, is a special sub-type of basic belief. It is a basic (noninferential) belief which can attain an epistemic status like knowledge due to a particular
property special to testimony as an epistemic source. Basic testimonial belief occurs when a
listener takes the word of a speaker. When I take speaker S at her word that p, I form a belief that
p not on the basis of any evidence I have for p, but rather I simply adopt p because it has issued
from S. When I adopt p simply because it has issued from S, that is, I have accepted p on the
basis of what I will call a presumption. A presumption, as I understand it, is a special kind of
epistemic relation which only obtains in situations where a listener takes a speaker at her word. If

13

Note here that Stephen Wright (forthcoming) examines the prospects of a testimonial disjunctivism. Unlike my
account, however, Wright stops short of endorsing it.
14
Though of course, not every instance of basic testimonial belief formation will lead to knowledge. When I say that
basic belief formation is fundamental, I mean that ideal cases are paradigmatic of testimony as a source of
knowledge. This is because putting a listener in direct contact with a fact – viz. the transmission of this fact – is a
source of knowledge unique to the testimonial enterprise.
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I simply accept when you have said when you say p, then my belief is based on whatever truthconducive properties support the proposition asserted by the speaker, and if I therefore come to
know p, I do so by virtue of my belief being supported by the epistemic properties that you
possess, as speaker, for p. For instance, suppose S saw p. Supposing that seeing is a worldinvolving factive state, S therefore has conclusive truth-conducive support for p: that p is a fact
will rule out whatever relevant alternatives are relevant. Now suppose that S asserts p to L, and L
makes a presumption in favour of S. Here, L’s belief that p is supported by the truth-conducive
property that S saw p. L’s belief, therefore, is supported by a fact; a fact which puts L in a
position to know p, and possess it as evidence.
As may be noted, my account of presumption relies on a somewhat idiosyncratic understanding
of the epistemic basing relation, which is generally specified in terms of evidence. Motivating
this idiosyncratic use, in my view, is the uniqueness of testimony as an epistemic source.
Because speakers are epistemic sources with agency, they can have, or fail to have, propositional
attitudes towards propositions which whey would otherwise have good grounds to believe. And
they can assert such propositions even where they fail to have such attitudes, and inform listeners
who do form such attitudes. But there are cases (see section 4.2.1 & 4.2.2 below) which suggest
that listeners in such situations cam come to know what they are told. So, in order to
accommodate this intuition, I suggest that the basis for the listener’s belief is whatever truthconducive properties ground the proposition asserted by the speaker. We can also understand this
relation in terms of epistemic-properties the speaker has for p. When I say that speaker S has
truth-conducive properties for p, I mean that S is such that, were she to form a belief in p, her
belief would be supported by these truth-conducive properties. Paradigmatically (that is, in ideal
cases), such truth-conducive properties will be knowledge-level, viz. will put the speaker in a
position to know p – and therefore also put the listener into a position to know it.

I take presumption to be a way of modelling how it is that listeners can come to know things by
forming basic beliefs in what speakers say. That is, it’s a way of modelling testimonial
transmission. It seems to be a Moorean fact of sorts that listeners can come to know simply by
accepting what speakers say. Presumption suggests how this is possible: in forming a basic
testimonial belief, my belief is based on whatever truth-conducive properties the speaker
18

possesses. Typically, these truth-conducive properties will be evidence for the speaker. For
instance, if S believes p because he saw it, then (supposing that this is a basic belief), he will be
in a position to know it (assuming there aren’t any defeaters lurking). He will also, by E=K, have
p as evidence. However, it’s important to note that the truth-conducive properties a speaker
possesses for S need not be evidence for him in order for these properties to support a listener’s
basic belief in what S asserts (this will become important later on).
I have said that in cases of basic belief, the speaker’s epistemic properties are the basis – the
epistemic grounds – of the listener’s belief. But what about cases where, for instance, the speaker
doesn’t possess any such grounds for p because she is lying? I think that the listener, assuming
that she possesses no defeaters (nor should possess any) possesses a kind of epistemic
entitlement for accepting p. By entitlement, I mean a kind of first-personally inaccessible kind of
epistemic justification15 which is generated by the general epistemic features of the testimonial
enterprise. While I cannot provide a full defence of how it is that the testimonial enterprise
generates this type of entitlement, it can be motivated by the following considerations. Human
agents are generally responsive to epistemic norms in ways that machines are not16, and this
because, as very limited beings, they need to rely on other humans for information of a sufficient
quality to get by in the world (assuming there is a link between knowledge and practical action).
Thus, a general convention of accuracy arises in order to facilitate the distribution of quality
information, and this accuracy convention is reflected in epistemic norms of assertion (like the
knowledge norm). It is this general norm of accuracy, represented by the norm of assertion (and
other such epistemic norms), which grounds this entitlement. We can think of this as similar to
other social conventions that generate norms. That my friend promises me to return the book I
lent him generates an entitlement to expect my book back even, plausibly, without my explicitly
considering the putative justification I have for expecting to get the book back. My belief is
grounded in the same kind of social-conventional norm. One might worry that this isn’t
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I borrow this use of entitlement from Burge (1993).
What I mean here is that humans can recognize themselves and others from the second-person as beings which
can, and generally do, follow conventions and norms. Among these are epistemic norms, which arise out of complex
coordination problems of the kind generated by the need for good quality information. For a defense of how
coordination problems can generate epistemic norms, see Neta (2006).
16
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satisfactory when it comes to individual situations where listeners are faced with speakers, and
are unsure whether to take them at face value. In response to this worry, I note that the kind of
entitlement relevant here is highly defeasible, and if one is in a situation where one is
questioning whether to accept what one’s interlocutor says, one is in a situation where simple
acceptance would most likely be unacceptable. Again, think of promising here. If I am in a
situation where I am unsure of whether to accept your promise, it is reasonable to think that I am
in a situation where accepting a promise from you would be unacceptable. That basic testimonial
belief generates a kind of defeasible entitlement also dispels another potential worry. One might
think that what I have called presumption is inferential, in the sense that my acceptance of p
epistemically depends on this presumption. But as I have characterized presumption, it generates
a kind of (generally) first-personally inaccessible entitlement to accept what a speaker has said,
rather than constituting a kind of first-personal reason to accept p.

Second, because I am signing up to a disjunctivist account of testimonial evidence, this means
that when the speaker has the credentials she purports to have, I end up with conclusive evidence
that p. Whether or not I am in a position to know p, as we will see, depends on my epistemic
situation.

2.3.3.3

The Basic Case: Paradigmatic Testimonial Knowledge

We will start with the basic case. I said that basic cases of testimonial knowledge are like basic
cases of perceptual knowledge on the disjunctivist picture. When the conditions are right – the
listener is in what I will call an ideal situation or ideal case – the listener is put in direct contact
with the fact that p. An ideal situation, as I understand it, has two components. It is subjectively
good because the listener’s belief is based17 on a presumption in favour of the speaker, and there
are no defeating reasons which undermine the rationality of relying on such a presumption. (To
clarify, I take defeaters to be propositions which undermine the epistemic rationality some belief

17

Following Korcz, I will say that the basing requirement is a relation which holds between a reason and a belief. It
requires that, for some epistemic agent, proposition p and some reason which supports it, the epistemic agent
believes p on the basis of the reason which supports it. This is to preclude epistemic luck. See Korcz (2019).
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that p would otherwise have.18 They come in two forms. Doxastic and normative. Doxastic
defeaters are defeaters possessed by an agent. Normative defeaters are those which are not so
possessed, but would be so possessed by a suitably attentive agent, and so should be possessed.19
It is important not to conflate defeaters with relevant alternatives. The latter are unactualized
possibilities. The former are circumstances or elements of the situation of epistemic evaluation.)
It is also objectively good. In an objectively good situation, the speaker has the epistemic
properties that the listener presumes she does. Indeed, in an objectively good situation, because p
is a fact, the speaker possesses, and therefore transmits to the listener, epistemic properties which
constitute conclusive evidence that p. So, in an ideal situation, the listener acquires truthentailing evidence for her basic belief that p, and this due to the fact that the makes a
presumption in favour of the speaker. So, if the listener is in an ideal situation, she will have
acquired conclusive evidence that p, and thus will be in a position to know p (she will be able to
exploit the fact that p to eliminate all relevant possibilities), and possesses it as evidence (given
E=K). We can summarize basic testimonial knowledge in the following way:
BASIC: A listener L has basic testimonial knowledge that p if: L takes S’s word that p (makes
a presumption in favour of S), and L is in an ideal case (a case which is both objectively and
subjectively good).
Let’s make this clearer by examining some examples. Suppose a speaker asserts p from
knowledge, and the listener takes the speaker at her word, thereby forming a basic belief that p.
Here, the listener is in what I’ve called an objectively good case. However, that the listener is
here in an objectively good case concerning p doesn’t mean that she has conclusive evidence for

While epistemic rationality is a complex matter which I can’t address here, I will say the following. That you have
been told you are in Barn County should lower your subjective probability in the hypothesis that you see a barn
below the threshold for belief, which I will take to be ~.5.
19
Some epistemologists also acknowledge a third type of defeater, which they call a factual defeater. This is a
circumstance of the environment which would undermine the positive epistemic status of a belief. For instance, on
this account, that you are in fake barn County is a factual defeater of your belief that you see a barn. I do not admit
of factual defeaters because we can understand them as relevant alternatives: an environmental fact that obtains such
as that one is in fake Barn County is always relevant as actual.
18
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p. To make this explicit, it is worth drawing on the perceptual disjunctivism literature. Consider
the following case from Pritchard (2012):

Suppose, for example, that one is in a situation in which one is genuinely visually presented
with a barn and circumstances are in fact [objectively] epistemically good (there’s no
deception in play, one’s faculties are functioning correctly, and so on). But now suppose
further that one has been told, by an otherwise reliable informant, that one is presently being
deceived (that one is in barn façade County, say), even though this is in fact not the case.20

According to Pritchard, and I agree, this is what we can call a subjectively bad case: a case in
which you would not be in a position to know that you are looking at barns rather than fake
barns. The reason is as follows. Even though it’s stipulated to be a fact that you are looking at a
barn, you are not in a position to rationally exploit this, because you possess a doxastic defeater
which undermines (or at least should undermine) your first-personal confidence in p. Moreover,
given E=K, p isn’t evidence for you here. Rather, I submit, in this situation your evidence is
simply the perceptual fact that you seem to see a barn.21 My explanation here is the following. In
a situation where you are told a fact that p, but you have evidence which suggests the speaker
isn’t reliable, your evidence doesn’t include the fact that p.22 This is because I take it that holding
that p in the presence of a defeater which should undermine your confidence that p is firstpersonally irrational. Thus, your evidence, as I mentioned above, is the fact that you seem to see
a barn. This fact, however, isn’t conclusive evidence for your barn belief, however, so you are
therefore not in a position to know p. I will adopt the same strategy for dealing with subjectively
bad cases in the testimonial case.
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Pritchard (2012), pg. 26.
This perceptual state is known here because any situation where I seem to see p will be a situation in which this is
true. Perceptual states are appearances, and if something appears to me that p, it is true that it appears to me that p.
There is no gap between the appearance and its content.
22
This is the auditory analogue of the case of it appearing to someone that p. If I hear someone say p, then it is true
that I heard someone say p. There is no gap between appearance and content.
21
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To provide further motivation for this particular strategy for dealing with subjectively bad cases,
let us compare testimony to perception. Here are two cases, along with defeaters:
1. You have a perceptual experience that feels to you just like seeing that there’s a barn in
front of you, but someone tells you that there are a lot of fake barns around here, which makes
it reasonable for you to doubt whether it really is a barn.

2. You have a testimonial experience that feels to you just like being informed that p, but
someone tells you that your testifier is lying, which makes it reasonable for you to doubt
whether p.
Let us stipulate that in each case the worry is mistaken – the defeater is misleading. In the
perceptual case, it is natural to think that the raising of the possibility that this is a County full of
fake barns means that you are not in a position to exploit the fact that you are, in actuality, seeing
a barn. Instead, it looks like your evidence is here that you seem to see a barn. However, because
seeming to see p won’t rule out the possibility that not-p, it looks like you are not in a position to
know that you see a barn. My contention here is that it is just as natural to take this strategy when
it comes to the second, testimonial case. If we think that relying on a speaker is such that it can
put you into a position to be told a fact, we should hold that the apparent presence of evidence
undermining the reliability of the speaker (for instance) undermines your ability to know it. The
presence of this defeater reduces the status of your evidence. Instead, you here know only that
the speaker said that p, where we can then tell the same story as in the first case as to why you
are therefore not in a position to know. I would say something similar with regards to cases
which are subjectively bad due to a doxastic defeater. Suppose your friend tells you that you are
looking at a fake barn, but you ignore him. Your belief isn’t known because you ignore
counterevidence which was available to you; counterevidence which undermines the rationality
of your belief.

What about the converse, where a listener is in a subjectively good, but objectively bad case?
This is a case where the world has failed to cooperate. This can occur when the speaker either
23

doesn’t know p, or fails to have knowledge-level epistemic support for p.23 Suppose that John
tells Lisa that he ate an apple for lunch today, and Lisa takes him at his word. Suppose further,
however, that John doesn’t know this as he is lying: what he says is false. On my picture, Lisa is
in an objectively bad case, and even if she has reasoned impeccably, is therefore not in an ideal
testimonial situation. Here, my view is that Lisa’s evidence fails to be conclusive simply because
false propositions simply aren’t evidence. However, there is a sense here in which, intuitively,
Lisa has done her epistemic bit. She has kept her cognitive house in order. It seems, that is, that
her belief, while false, can be said to be justified. While the term ‘justification’ is something of a
philosophical term of art, it does pick out an important epistemic status which suggests that the
subject has reasoned in a way which, had the world cooperated, would have led to her knowing
the relevant proposition.24 Forming a basic belief when speaker says that p, on my view,
generates, in the absence of defeat, a special kind of justification – an entitlement to believe p.
As described above, an entitlement is a kind of externalist justification to believe p generated by
the social norms which govern the institution of testimony. Even if p is false, if I have believed p
in a situation where such belief isn’t rendered irrational, then my belief is entitled. I would’ve
known p if p was true. Now there is, I recognize, controversy over whether something like
entitlement adequately captures what is involved in epistemic justification. Internalists – roughly,
those who think that justification only applies to those beliefs formed on the basis of mentally
accessible evidence, will not accept that it does. But I simply propose to sidestep this debate, as
like my theory of basic testimonial knowledge, I take my theory of basic testimonial justification
ot be a model of something like a Moorean fact which the internalist would struggle to capture.

What about the similar case where the speaker says something true, but because of an
environmental contingency, doesn’t have knowledge-level epistemic support for p? Suppose

Normally, the speaker will know p. But I add ‘knowledge-level epistemic support’ because I take it that cases
where a listener can come to know something by taking the word of a speaker S who doesn’t know p, but otherwise
would have known p has she formed a belief in it. More about this in chapter 4.
24
This is designed to be a schematic approximation of what a theory of justification does. It suggests that the subject
has reasoned in a way which is truth-apt. How this is to be further specified is controversial, and there is a division
between externalists and internalists here. Internalists assume that a subject has only reasoned correctly if her
occurrent mental states act as the justifying property. Externalists reject this, and hold that the justifying property
can be something other than a mental state, such as the property of being the product of a reliable belief-forming
mechanism.
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John truly sees a barn, and takes himself to know this. He calls Lisa and says he sees a barn. Lisa
takes him at his word, and neither possesses, nor should possess any reasons to doubt John (she
is in a subjectively good case). John doesn’t know that he sees a barn, however, because of a
misleading sign which says he’s in barn County (he’s not, and it’s a prank sign). That John isn’t
in a position to know that he sees a barn, on my view, doesn’t preclude Lisa from knowing that
he sees a barn. For given that it’s true that John saw a barn, I do not think that his misleading
evidence – of which Lisa is not aware of – is the type of thing which could (or should) preclude
her from exploiting this fact. After all, she’s in a situation which is both subjectively and
objectively good. So, while it is true that John has done something epistemically defective – he
has violated the knowledge norm of assertion – I do not think that this stops Lisa from acquiring
the fact asserted, or using it. I will say more about this in fourth chapter.

Given the ubiquity of type-one testimonial reasoning, and the direct connection often generates
between testimonial belief and worldly states of affairs, I consider ideal cases to be paradigmatic
of testimony as a source of knowledge. One thing that this picture entails is that listeners have a
fairly rich evidential basis in ideal cases. By this, I mean that listeners in such cases will have
often evidence of a kind which would allow them to overcome radical sceptical scenarios.
Consider Lisa and John again. On my view, if Lisa is in an ideal case, she will know that John
ate an apple for lunch even if the sceptical possibility that the apple is a hologram is in play. This
is because Lisa’s evidence, as conclusive, entails the falsity of the latter possibility. 25 What I
have in mind here is analogous to an anti-sceptical strategy deployed by perceptual disjunctivists.
The idea is that if you are in a good perceptual case, your evidence includes the fact that one sees
an apple. But if what one sees is an apple, then this will entail the falsity of any scenario in which
I’m not looking at an apple, including modally distant sceptical scenarios. Again, I’m using this
basic idea to model basic testimonial knowledge: if you say p, and I’m in an ideal case, then my
evidence includes p, meaning that my evidence rules out even modally distant sceptical scenarios
in which not-p.

25

That is Lisa’s evidence, as conclusive, entails the non-actuality of any world in which her apple belief is false.

25

Before moving on to the next section, it is worth discussing the relationship between my theory
of basic testimonial evidence and a related thesis: testimonial transmission. At its most basic,
testimonial transmission is the view that when a listener comes to have knowledge of some
attested-to proposition p, she knows p by virtue of her belief being based on whatever evidence
the speaker has for p.26 Transmission can be understood as a way of modelling how it is that
listeners can come to know propositions by way of taking the word of a speaker. By hypothesis,
taking the word of a speaker means forming a belief that p on a non-evidential reason. So, if the
listener ends up with knowledge that p, then it must be the case that basing her belief in this way
puts her in contact with the evidence possessed by the speaker for p. S’s evidence transmits to
the listener. While I shall say more about this in the fourth chapter, it is clear that what I have
called basic testimonial knowledge counts as a form of transmission in this sense. When I make a
presumption in favour of a speaker S that p, my view has it that the basis for my belief is
whatever evidence S has for p. This directly comports with transmission as I have specified it
here. As a result, we can understand my theory of basic evidence as a particular version of
transmission, one which trades on a particular view of basic evidence as (in good cases) worldinvolving and conclusive.

2.3.3.4

The Inferential Case: Non-Paradigmatic Testimonial Knowledge

Let us now move to the inferential case. I said above that there are two ways that testimonial
evidence can lead to testimonial knowledge. I’ve just discussed one way, which is to take a basic
attitude towards such evidence. The other way, which I will discuss in this section, is for some
knowledge to be the basis for a belief about some further testimonially-acquired fact.

When a listener takes a proposition q as the basis for belief in some attested-to belief p, we might
think that the listener’s belief in p is inferential. In order for p to count as specifically testimonial
knowledge, however, we must modify this somewhat. For if all that’s required is that my belief p
be based on some other proposition in order to count as inferential, then there’s nothing
specifically testimonial about it. In order to count as specifically testimonial, the source of the
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This formulation is borrowed from Faulkner (2011), pg. 107.
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proposition believed must be restricted to speaker utterances. Let’s unpack this in more detail. If
listener L forms an inferential testimonial belief in what a speaker S says, then L doesn’t simply
take S’s word that p. She doesn’t, that is, simply accept p and defer her epistemic responsibility
for p to S. Rather, she takes some other proposition q as basis for belief that p. This has two
components. First, L perceives that S has said p. In perceiving that S has said p, she does not
presume in favour of S that p is fact, but rather she take S’s assertion as the factive perceptual
state to the effect that S said that p. The second component is an inference from ‘S said that p’ to
‘p’ (the propositional content of this perceptual state) via some background evidence (viz. given
my subscription to E=K, a known proposition) that L takes to count in favour of the truth that p.
In what follows, I will call the act of perceiving that a speaker has said p ‘accepting’ that S has
said p. The acceptance condition is supposed to guarantee that the resulting belief – and if things
go well, the resulting knowledge – is specifically testimonial. My proposal for inferential
testimonial knowledge – call it INF – can be summarized as follows:

INF: A listener L has inferential testimonial knowledge that p iff: S sincerely asserts p, p is
true, L accepts S’s utterance that p, and L believes on the basis of evidence e (given E=K, a
known proposition, or a set of known propositions), which eliminates all relevant alternatives
to p.
The intuitive idea behind INF is fairly simple. It’s that we can attain knowledge of some
proposition acquired from a speaker because we possess other known propositions which count
in favour of the proposition so acquired. When listeners reason in this way, they are rejecting the
standing presumption in favour of the relevant speaker, and instead engaging in labour-intensive,
type-two reasoning. Given that this is labour-intensive, it is not a frequent occurrence. It also
issues in what I will call ‘non-paradigmatic’ testimonial knowledge because it forgoes what I
take to be the central epistemic mechanism responsible for speaking knowledge through
testimony – the transmission of facts through presumptive belief (I will say more about this
below). Before I move on, let me note a couple of things about INF. One, we must be careful to
specify what exactly is meant by inference, as it can be used to refer to psychological processing,
or it can be used to suggest epistemic dependence. The two can come apart. A hearer might
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psychologically depend on inference in the sense that she requires background information in
order to successfully form testimonial beliefs at all. She may not even need to bring this
information to mind unless pressed – it could be a sort of counterfactual dependence. This kind
of psychological, counterfactual dependence shouldn’t be run together with inference as a kind
of epistemic dependence. By inference as epistemic dependence, I mean believing a proposition
on the basis of taking another proposition to indicate its truth. When I speak of inferential
testimonial belief, I mean inference as epistemic dependence in this way. It is a stronger form of
inference than what I have called psychological inference, and unless otherwise stated should be
read in this way. Two, I make use of the notion of a listener L ‘possessing’ background evidence.
What I mean by possession is that the relevant evidence e is both first-personally accessible to L,
and it functions as a doxastic reason to accept p. In order for p to be known by L, it won’t do for
it to be propositionally justified. Rather, L has to do the epistemic work of linking p to e in the
correct manner. One might wonder what I say about the notion of trust, given my distinction
between inferential and basic testimonial knowledge. Is knowledge on trust a species of basic
testimonial knowledge, or is it inferential? There are different ways one could go here. Some like
Holton (1994) take trust to be something like a special non-evidential reason to accept what a
speaker says. On this view, my trust is based on a kind of interpersonal reason: I trust you
because of who you are as a person. While this is interesting, it doesn’t sit well with my
distinction between inferential and basic testimonial knowledge because I tie inferential
knowledge to epistemic dependence in the truth-indicator sense. But this special reason doesn’t
function like a truth-indicator. As a means of avoiding such problems, I see trust as simply the
disposition to presume in favour of speakers, or to take them at their word. I think this is
plausible because, as highlighted by McCraw (2015), central to trust is epistemic dependence:
when I trust S that p, I depend on them, because I don’t do any epistemic work recruiting
evidence for p, I assume S has done it for me. So I place myself in a situation of epistemic
vulnerability, as it were, with regards to p. Presumption captures this central desideratum of a
theory of trust: what it is to make a presumption in favour of the speaker is simply to depend on
them in this way. It is to accept p without recruiting evidence. While more could be said here, I
think this is enough to make my identification of trust with basic testimonial belief plausible.
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Like in the basic case, perhaps the easiest way to get a better understanding of inferential
testimonial knowledge is to consider a couple of examples. First:

BARN. Chase has lived in Ripple County for her whole life. While there a couple of Barns in
the County, she knows that movie companies often use this County for films, and put up
many Barn facades. She doesn’t know where she first acquired this knowledge, however, as
this has been a fact of life here since she was a child. Her friend Ricki calls her with
excitement in her voice. Ricki is an architect, and loves viewing the local buildings. She says
– truly and sincerely – that she just saw a beautiful barn in Ripple County. Chase considers
what Ricki has said. Because film companies use Ripple County, and Ricki is unaware of this,
Chase doesn’t simply take Ricki at her word. However, this is a Sunday and Chase knows that
the film companies don’t work on Sundays, and take down the facades. She therefore believes
what Ricki says on the basis of this knowledge.27

My gloss on this case is as follows. Chase believes what Ricki said not simply because she takes
Ricki at her word, but because she has background knowledge which counts in favour of what
Ricki has said. That being said, however, it is plausible to think that proposition which is
supported by her background knowledge is such that it was acquired from Ricki. For had Ricki
not called Chase and told her that she saw a barn, then there is no reason to think that Chase
would’ve entertained this proposition at all (I think this kind of counterfactual reasoning is a
good way to determine whether a belief was acquired from a speaker or not in the relevant way).
So on my account, Chase’s subsequent belief counts as an inferential testimonial belief. It is a
belief with a propositional content which was acquired from a speaker (even though the speaker
isn’t acting as a straightforward epistemic source). Moreover, I also say that Chase’s belief that
Ricki saw a barn amounts to knowledge here. For her evidence eliminates the possibility that
Ricki saw a façade, and it eliminates other modally close possibilities such as that Ricki saw a
grain silo. In sum, this case is paradigmatic of what I have called testimonial knowledge by
inference. Chase comes to know a testimonial proposition by means of inference from some
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The Barn County example is due to Goldman (1976).

29

other known testimonial proposition which eliminates a relevant alternative or alternatives which
would otherwise preclude basic testimonial knowledge. One of the advantages of testimonial
belief by inference, I submit, is that it can facilitate testimonial knowledge in cases where simply
relying on a speaker would not generate knowledge. Consider a modification of BARN:

BARN*: Chase has lived in Ripple County for her whole life. While there a couple of Barns
in the County, she knows that movie companies often use this County for films, and put up
many Barn facades. She doesn’t know where she first acquired this knowledge, however, as
this has been a fact of life here since she was a child. She is having a cup of tea with her friend
Carol when another friend, Ricki, calls. Ricki, who is an architecture lover, says she saw a
beautiful barn in Ripple County today. Both Chase and Carol know that Ripple County is
often used by film companies that put up many facades. Understanding this, Carol remarks to
Chase that it’s quite possible that Ricki saw one of the many Barn facades. Chase accepts this,
but she is also aware that it’s Sunday and (unlike Carol) she knows that the Barn facades are
taken down on Sundays. Given this background knowledge, Chase believes what Ricki has
said.

This case is like the original BARN case, except here we have a third party, Carol, who
introduces a sceptical possibility to Ricki’s assertion. It is my view that like the original case,
Chase knows what Ricki says. Her belief is based on the conjunction of what Ricki has said and
her background knowledge. Importantly, this background knowledge acts as a defeater defeater
to what Carol said. Here we can see an example of the benefit of inferential testimonial belief
formation: had Ricki simply accepted what Ricki said, my view has it that her basic belief
wouldn’t have attained the status of knowledge. This is because in this case, Chase would be in a
subjectively bad situation due to Carol’s assertion of the (misleading) defeater. But, given that
Chase has background knowledge which defeats Carol’s defeater, she is in fact in a position to
know. So, the benefit or upshot of inferential testimonial knowledge is that it allows agents to
come to know things asserted by speakers in situations where simply taking the word of a
speaker would not issue in knowledge. It extends our epistemic reach, as listeners, so to speak.
That being said, however, testimonial knowledge by inference is in a sense derivative or non30

paradigmatic. This is because it is knowledge that p acquired not through transmission from a
speaker, but instead is known on the basis of some other known proposition which may not itself
be testimonial. It is still testimonial knowledge all the same, but it’s not directly acquired from
the speaker. In this sense, I take it to be less central to the testimonial enterprise in comparison to
basic knowledge.

To further understanding of INF, it will be instructive to take a look at a similar case which I
don’t take to count as a case of testimonial knowledge by inference at all:

BARN**: Chase has lived in Ripple County for her whole life. While there a couple of Barns
in the County, she knows that movie companies often use this County for films, and put up
many Barn facades. She doesn’t know where she first acquired this knowledge, however, as
this has been a fact of life here since she was a child. While reading a book, she gets a call
from her friend Ricki. Ricki, who is an architecture fan, says that she saw a beautiful white
Barn near the Muddy River. Chase searches her memory, and recalls seeing on multiple
occasions what she assumed was a white Barn near the Muddy River. She had never, to this
point, considered whether it was a façade or not. But Given that this is a Sunday, and facades
are never up on a Sunday, she concludes that what she saw was a real barn (assume that it is).
While I think that it’s plausible here to hold that Chase comes to know that there is a white Barn
by the Muddy River, I don’t think it is plausible that she knows this by testimonial means. While
it’s undeniable that Ricki prompts her to think about this barn, Chase isn’t here inferring the truth
of something she perceived Rici to have said. Instead, she is inferring the truth of a memorial
belief on the basis of her knowledge that the facades are not up on Sundays. Rather, she acquires
this proposition from her memory, and it is this memorial-based belief which she takes to be
supported by her knowledge that facades are not up on Sundays. Thus, while Chase perhaps has
inferential knowledge here, she doesn’t have specifically testimonial knowledge by inference.

Finally, what about a case where a listener forms an inferential testimonial belief that p, but p is
false? Clearly, because knowledge is factive, p isn’t known. However, that doesn’t mean that the
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listener hasn’t done her epistemic bit. Suppose in BARN, Ricki sincerely asserts that she saw a
Barn, but what she saw was a façade. Chase believes Ricki on the basis of her background
knowledge. There is a sense in which Ricki has done her epistemic bit; she has reasoned well on
the basis of good evidence. Unfortunately for her, the environment hasn’t cooperated. She’s in an
objectively bad case. Assuming that epistemic justification is something like an approximation of
knowledge, this leads naturally to the view that listeners in objectively bad cases of basic belief
can nevertheless be justified. More specifically, I will say that a listener in an inferential
testimonial case is justified that p just in case she has a counterpart in a possible world whom, on
the basis of identical mental states and cognitive processing, knows p.28 29 In the modified
version of BARN I am now considering, Chase meets this condition: she has a counterpart who
does know on the basis of identical mental states and cognitive processing. It’s her counterpart in
a close modal situation where the world has cooperated. One will note that this is a distinct
analysis of justification from my account of basic testimonial belief. However, given the special
nature of basic testimonial belief and its related epistemic statuses, I do not think that this is to be
unexpected or otherwise ad hoc.

2.3.3.5

Sincerity

One thing that I have not yet discussed is what makes an assertion sincere. However, given that
speaker sincerity seems to be a necessary condition for listener knowledge, a comprehensive
theory of testimony should include a theory of sincerity.
Although it’s intuitive that sincerity is a necessary condition on testimonial knowledge, it’s not
readily apparent why. Because it’s a condition on the obtaining of a particular epistemic status of
a testimonial belief – knowledge – I suggest that it must be the type of thing which could
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I am borrowing the notion of justification as potential knowledge from Ichikawa, (2017a), pg. 124.
Justification as potential knowledge might be thought to support a metaphysical priority thesis. While this is
certainly plausible, I also note that Gerken (2018) makes the case that such explanations might also be available
under the supposition that knowledge, justification and epistemic properties are metaphysically co-dependent rather
than hierarchical. I won’t adjudicate this question here, however.
29

32

preclude knowledge. To see what this might be, consider what I consider a clear case30 of
speaker insincerity:

CLOSING TIME: Jim knows that the bar will close at 11pm by looking at the hours of
operation on the door (one last call for alcohol). Jessica, concerned that the bar has changed
its hours, calls Jim later to ask him what time the bank closes. Even though Jim knows that
the bar will close at 11pm by perception, he compulsively decides to tell Jessica that the bank
closes at 11pm because he called the bar and asked (he didn’t). Jessica believes what he says.
This is clearly a case of insincerity, as the reason Jim says what he says isn’t the reason he
believes it. And it’s fairly clear why it precludes knowledge: Jessica’s presumptive belief is
infected with epistemic luck, and I take epistemic luck to preclude knowledge. The question,
however, is how to model such cases, for there are several moving parts here. Is the insincerity
due to lack of speaker belief in the epistemic grounds that support the belief? This is certainly an
intuitive view:
(SinB): A speaker’s testimony that p is sincere if and only if the speaker says that p because
she believes that p.31
This gives us the right verdict here. Jim doesn’t say p on the basis of his reason for belief.
Rather, he says it for reasons unconnected to his belief. I do not think SinB is the way to go,
however. For it commits us to holding – wrongly – that speakers in the following type of
scenario are insincere, and therefore that what they say can’t put the listener in a position to
know.

There’s a case of insincerity that one might think is even more paradigmatic: the case where a speaker says
something flatly false to deceive the listener. I don’t think this is actually the best or most paradigmatic case of
insincerity, because even though it involves deception, it can’t issue in knowledge simply because false beliefs fail
the factivity condition on knowledge.
31
This is taken from Wright (2016), pg. 47. Note that this isn’t a view that he endorses. He endorses a view similar
to SinG, but put in terms of justification rather than good grounds. One drawback to this, I think, is it still ties
sincerity to the doxastic states of a speaker, at least assuming that justification entails belief (which I take to be the
case).
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CLOSING TIME: Jim knows that the bar will close at 11pm by looking at the hours of
operation on the door (one last call for alcohol). Jessica, concerned that the bar has changed
its hours, calls Jim later to ask him what time the bank closes. Even though Jim knows that
the bar will close at 11pm by perception, he compulsively decides to tell Jessica that the bank
closes at 11pm because he called the bar and asked (he didn’t). Jessica believes what he says.
Even though it’s a fact that the bar closes at 11pm, SinB has it that Jessica doesn’t come to know
this by way of what Jim says. This is because Jim doesn’t assert that p because he believes it.
Rather, he asserts it on unconnected and false grounds. So, the basis of Jessica’s belief that the
bar closes at 11 (the ground upon which Jim makes the assertion) is entirely unconnected to his
knowledge that the bank closes at 4. Her belief, therefore, isn’t properly based, and following
orthodoxy, I subscribe to the view that in order to count as known, a belief must be properly
based.32 There is no connection between what is said, and the grounds which make what is said
true.
So far so good. There is a similar kind of case, however, that doesn’t seem to count as a case of
speaker insincerity, but that SinB would be committed to holding is a case of insincerity. This is
a case where a speaker says that p on good epistemic grounds, but doesn’t believe p:

NO BELIEF: James has it on good evidence that he caught a Raccoon in his (humane) livetrap last night, because he heard some noises in his attic where he placed it (it’s true). Every
time in the past when he heard these noises in his attic, he had a Raccoon in the trap.
However, he refuses to come to believe this, because he is wishfully thinking the trap is
making noises from another source, as he made a $100 bet with his pal Fred that he wouldn’t

32

While the proper basing relation is contentious, I am here operating with a fairly standard, causal account. In order
to be known on the basis of some evidence, a proposition must be appropriately related to this evidence (though I
note that there are two plausible competing views: counterfactual and nomological accounts of basing). The intuitive
idea is that the value of possession of evidence is that it functions as an indication that something is true. If it isn’t in
an appropriate relation with that with which it is taken to be evidence for, then it’s not actually evidence for that
thing. A deeper understanding of the basing relation would require a discussion beyond the scope of my project
here. For more, see Korcz (2019).
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catch a Raccoon in the night. Despite this, when his friend Sally stops by, he tells her that
there is a Raccoon in his live-trap, and that he’s going to have to drive it out to the country to
release it later that day.
It is clear that according to SinB, James is not sincere. For he doesn’t believe the proposition in
question. However, I would question this verdict. For the proposition that there is a Raccoon in
his attic is supported by good epistemic grounds. Indeed, it’s a fact. So, given that this
proposition is well-grounded, there’s no sense in which Sally’s belief is in any sense
epistemically lucky or improperly based. On my view, James’s assertion puts Sally in a position
to know. Consideration of cases like this has led me to endorse an alternative account of
sincerity:
(SinG): One is sincere in asserting p iff one’s assertion is based on what one considers to be
good epistemic grounds for p.33

This is different from SinB because it drops the belief condition altogether. What matters is that
what is said is such that the speaker believes that it is supported by good grounds. This account, I
submit, can give us the same verdict as SinB in what I’ve called paradigmatic cases of insincerity
like CLOSING TIME, but unlike the latter, it can also give us the right verdict in cases like NO
BELIEF.
Take CLOSING TIME first. According to SinG, Jessica isn’t in a position to know what Jim has
said, because Jim’s assertion isn’t based on good epistemic grounds. Indeed, it’s based on
grounds unconnected to the truth of what is said. So, Jessica doesn’t know what she’s told
because her belief is infected with epistemic luck, which precludes knowledge. I take it that this
is the right verdict here. Now take NO BELIEF. Here, unlike SinB, I argue that SinG gives us the
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Note that I say that sincerity is if one takes oneself to have good grounds for p, rather than actually having good
grounds. This is to capture the intuition that speakers who, for whatever bad epistemic luck, have good grounds that
turn out to be false. Just like one can be justified if one unknowingly possesses false evidence, I want to say that one
can be sincere if one unknowingly possesses false evidence.
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correct verdict. According to the latter, we can maintain that Sally is put in a position to know
what James says. This is because SinG doesn’t demand that the speaker’s belief be based on the
reason he believes it. Rather, it only requires that his assertion be based on such reasons. And
James’s belief is so based.

One might here notice that my cases in the exposition of SinG have all been cases of basic
testimonial belief. What about speaker insincerity and inferential testimonial belief? The case of
inferential testimonial belief where p is false is just as straightforward as the basic case: one can’t
know a false proposition. What would I say about the following case? A speaker asserts a true
proposition p, but doesn’t assert it on the basis of good grounds. The listener doesn’t take the
speaker at her word, but instead believes p on the basis of some reason she takes to count in
favour of p. According to SinG, the speaker here is insincere. However, one might worry that
I’m committed to holding that the listener may still come to know this proposition, at least if the
background evidence she bases her belief upon eliminates all relevant alternatives. And this
would seem to be an intuitive drawback to the theory, insofar as it seems that insincere assertions
shouldn’t issue in testimonial knowledge. As a means of replying, let’s make this more concrete.
The following kind of case seems paradigmatic of an insincere assertion that comes to be known.
Steve knows that Dave is trying to deceive him about p, and will believe the opposite of what the
latter says. Suppose Dave says that p is false. On the basis of this background evidence – which
we will suppose is true – Steve subsequently comes to believe p. It is reasonable to think that
given his background knowledge, Steve is in a position to know p here. Yet Dave was, by
hypothesis, insincere. I do not wish to deny that one could come to know p in this way. What I
will deny, however, is that the subsequent inferential knowledge is testimonial. Steve doesn’t
accept not-p as asserted by Dave. Rather, he takes Dave’s assertion of not-p as the causal trigger
for a distinct belief – p – which is not part of what Dave says. So supposing that this case is
paradigmatic of knowledge from insincere speakers, then I don’t think my view has a problem,
because the resulting knowledge isn’t testimonial.
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To sum up, given the considerations adduced here, I endorse SinG over SinB. Nothing I have
said here amounts to a full defence of this principle. However, I believe it is sufficient to
motivate it, which I what I need for present purposes.

2.3.4

Summing Up

Let us step back and take a birds-eye view of the disjunctivist theory of testimonial knowledge
and justification that I have articulated in this section. I have suggested that a listener, when
confronted with a bit of testimony that p, can come to know p through one of two distinct routes
to testimonial belief formation. She can form a basic belief that p, wherein she knows p iff she is
in an ideal case. Or she can form an inferential belief that p, wherein she knows p iff her belief
that p is based on another testimonial proposition which eliminates any relevant alternative to p.
We thus get:

PLURALISM: For all listeners L, speakers S and attested-to propositions p, L has testimonial
knowledge that p iff: either (i) L takes speaker S’s word that p, and L is in an ideal case, or
(ii) L knows p inferentially if: S sincerely asserts p, p is true, L accepts S’s utterance that p,
and believes it on the basis of evidence e (a known proposition, or a set of known
propositions), which eliminates all relevant alternatives to p.

This is a disjunctivist account. The paradigmatic cases of attaining testimonial knowledge that p,
on this view, are cases of direct transmission of the fact that p through taking a speaker at her
word. However, it also holds that even where listeners are not in a position to directly acquire the
fact that p, they still may be in a position to know p. They will be in such a position if they base
their belief that p propositional on some additional testimonial knowledge e which eliminates
any relevant alternatives to p. For in this case believing p on e generates a form of local
entailment.34 Pluralism can also be understood as a view which holds that basic testimonial
knowledge is fundamental, and inferential testimonial knowledge is derivative. Basic knowledge

By local entailment, I mean that e entails the truth of p across the set of relevant alternatives. It doesn’t entail p
across all alternatives whatsoever. The latter would be an implausible infallibilist view.
34
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is fundamental in the sense that ideal cases involve the direct transfer of a fact between speaker
and listener. Inferential knowledge, by contrast, is derivative in the sense that if I come to know
what you say via inference, then my knowledge that p is grounded in another fact not directly
derived from your word.

2.4

The Third Claim: Pluralism and the Action-Guiding Constraint

One question that the reader may have at this point is as to whether Pluralism can meet a firstpersonal action guiding constraint. For one might reason as follows. Pluralism holds that there
are two distinct routes to testimonial belief-formation which are unequal with regards to their
ability to generate epistemic statuses like justification and knowledge: inferential beliefformation can, in some instances, lead to justified testimonial belief and knowledge where basic
belief wouldn’t. But in order for this inequality to be useful to listeners, it must be the case that
they can generally have first-person access to the conditions under which it would be rational to
form an inferential belief in what is said rather than a basic belief.35 That is, if there are situations
where listeners should form inferential belief rather than basic belief in what an interlocutor has
said, then there must be some way, from the first-person perspective, for listeners to determine
whether or not they are in such a situation. Otherwise, the theory wouldn’t be action guiding. But
being action-guiding in this way is a theoretical constraint for any complete theory of
testimonial knowledge. So, if Pluralism isn’t action-guiding, then it can’t be a plausible theory.
In this section, I will argue that Pluralism can meet the action-guiding constraint. But first, let me
discuss in more detail what would be required for an epistemic theory to be action guiding.

Under the plausible supposition that norms are the type of thing which yield oughts,
epistemology is, among other things, concerned with the construction of rational norms for belief
formation. It is concerned, that is, with the construction of norms which tell agents how they
ought to go about their doxastic practices, should they wish to form beliefs which achieve a
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This presupposes that some situations are such that the listener should choose one route over the other, rather than
holding that for any instance of testimony, one would be permitted to take either route. As we will see below,
however, I do think that there are instances where the listener should choose the inferential route, viz. situations
which are subjectively bad.

38

particular epistemic status (like justification). Specifically, a norm is a universal generalization
about how an agent is obligated or permitted to act, of the form <S is permitted to phi iff C>,
where C is the triggering condition.36 There is an intimate connection between epistemology as
normative and the first-personal: norms are not only the type of thing we are supposed to use to
evaluate the status of others beliefs, but they are the type of thing which are supposed to guide
our own belief-forming practices. In order for epistemic norms to be action guiding, the thought
goes, they must therefore have triggering conditions which are generally, if not always, firstpersonally available to agents. For if the triggering conditions were not so first-personally
available, the putative norm would not be something which could in fact guide action.37 Call this
the action guiding constraint on epistemic norms.

In order to respond to this challenge, we must specify the relevant first-personal triggering
conditions. Take basic belief formation. Here, I take the triggering conditions to be the
following: <If S says p, L is permitted to form a basic belief iff L is not aware of any defeaters>.
I say that L is permitted, not obliged, because it is also permissible to form an inferential belief
whenever a listener is faced with a bit of testimony, or simply refrain from forming a belief. The
triggering conditions here are specified in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions because I
take it that basic belief formation is rational when and only when these conditions obtain. This is
because whenever one is aware of a defeater, one shouldn’t form a basic belief, as the defeater
would render basic belief irrational (as awareness of a defeater means one is in a subjectively bad
case). The key question, then, is whether defeaters are first-personally accessible. Fortunately, it
is clear that at least many cases, defeaters will be so accessible to suitably attentive listeners.
Thus, in these cases at least, listeners will have some ability to guide their epistemic actions in a
way corresponding to the triggering conditions for basic testimonial belief formation adduced
above. Consider Lisa again. Lisa is discussing fishing with John. The latter tells her that Mary
Lake contains Musky. However, Lisa is aware that Mary Lake contains Pike, and that John has a
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For instance, the triggering conditions for an access internalist theory of justification would be, for some
proposition p, that p be probable on my evidence. I take this specification from Srinivasan, (2015b), pg. 277.
37
For example, many critics of process reliabilism complain that identifying justification with a property – that of
being reliability produced – which is not something that an agent can ascertain from the first-person renders it
useless with regards to the action-guiding norm. See for instance BonJour (1980).
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great deal of trouble distinguishing Pike from Musky.38 This proposition acts as a defeater to
what John has told her. Here, I submit, if Lisa is suitably attentive, she has first-personal access
to a proposition which is evidence that the triggering conditions for forming a basic belief in
what John has said are violated. A further point of clarification is in order here. Note that the
triggering conditions articulated here don’t discuss objectively bad conditions. This is deliberate:
objectively bad conditions are such that they are beyond the ken39 of the subject. If I’m in Barn
County, then I’m in an objectively bad situation, as I’m unaware that the County is fill of
facades. My belief is compromised by bad epistemic luck. Certainly, I can come to an awareness
that I’m in Barn County, but when this happens, my awareness of this defeating condition means
that I am now in a subjectively bad situation. Objectively bad circumstances are akin to a kind of
environmental epistemic luck.

What about inferential belief formation? One of the advantages of inferential belief formation is,
as I’ve explained, that it can sometimes allows listeners to overcome defeaters. However,
nothing precludes forming an inferential belief in what is said where no defeaters are present. As
a result, the triggering conditions for inferential belief formation will be somewhat more
complicated than for basic belief formation. My proposal is this: <If S says p, L is permitted to
form a belief that p on the basis of some evidence e iff either (i) L is unaware of any defeaters, or
(ii) L is aware of all defeater(s) *, and e defeats *>. Note that the triggering conditions are here,
like in the basic case, formulated in terms of permission: one can always refrain from forming a
belief in what a speaker says. Is this triggering condition followable? For the same reason as in
the case of basic belief formation, I submit, the answer will be “yes, albeit, imperfectly”.
Defeaters are the type of thing that listeners often have, or at least should have, first-person
access.40
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Pike and Musky are quite similar freshwater fish. For more, see the following:
https://i0.wp.com/fishingbooker.com/blog/media/Muskie-vs-Pike-speciesidentification.jpg?resize=1440%2C960&ssl=1
39
When I say something is ‘beyond the ken’ of the listener, I mean that this something is such that the subject isn’t
first-personally aware of, nor could easily be first-personally aware of.
40
What do I mean by ‘first personal access’ here? I mean that agents will often be in a position such that they either
have psychological access to, or could otherwise have psychological access to, potential defeaters to their belief. If I
see a red wall, but have been told that it’s a white wall illuminated by a red light, then I have psychological access to
a defeating proposition to my perception of a red wall. This is having psychological access. If instead, I see a red
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Now of course, that defeaters are such that listeners will often have first-person access to them
doesn’t mean that forming basic testimonial belief the absence of defeaters will infallibly lead to
statues like justified belief or knowledge. Agents may fail to reason to the best of their ability,
and thus ignore or otherwise miss defeaters. Or, more unfortunately, they may guide their actions
to the best of their abilities, in perfect conformity with the triggering-conditions, yet fall victim
to environmental epistemic luck. By environmental luck, I mean an environmental contingency
which precludes knowledge despite an agent reasoning impeccably from their first-person
perspective. Imagine, for instance, you are told p by a close and reliable friend. You would
presumably, under the stipulation that nothing is amiss, be reasonable in accepting p. However,
suppose that you are the victim of an elaborate birthday prank, and p is actually false. You are
unlucky, and that p is false is no fault of yours. Following Srinivasan (2015b) and Williamson
(2000), I take it that most, if not all, substantive norms of this type will share this kind of
environmental fallibility. As a result, I don’t take it as a strike against my view.41

2.5

Pluralism, Inference and Classical Non-Reductionism

Now that I have developed Pluralism at length, I want to return to the important, yet somewhat
overlooked question I opened this chapter with: how exactly should the proponent of CNR model
testimonial knowledge by inference? As we saw in section (2.3.3.4), Pluralism gives us a clear
and determinate answer to this question. Testimonial knowledge by inference occurs when a
listener believes some testified-to proposition on the basis of some evidence e which is at least
partially testimonial, where e eliminates all relevant alternatives to p. Given that I am correct,

wall, and believe it, despite the fact that I ignore a sign which says that it is a white wall, then there is an
environmental defeater which I could have access to, but don’t. Intuitively, there is a distinction between defeaters
which are in my capacity to acquire, and those which are not. We do not take cases where belief is defeated and the
defeater is not within the agent’s capacity to acquire to impute the agent’s belief. Rather, we say that she is victim of
unfortunate epistemic luck. Only in cases where the agent can and should have access to the defeater do we impute
her belief.
41
The basis of this claim is Williamson’s famous anti-luminosity argument. The gist of the argument is that there is
no mental state which is immune to marginal cases. A marginal case is a case where an agent is in a particular
mental state M, but there are case possible worlds in which she isn’t in M. Williamson argues that human
psychological capacities are too fine-grained to render such marginal cases safe. See Williamson (2000), chapter 4.
and Amia Srinivasan’s (2015b) paper ‘Normativity Without Cartesian Privilege’, pp. 274-275.
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moreover, that the canonical versions of CNR represented by Burge and Audi do not provide a
fully developed answer to this question, those sympathetic to CNR therefore, I submit, have a
prima facie reason to prefer Pluralism to the aforementioned canonical versions. At least under
the assumption that completeness is a theoretical constraint on epistemic theory construction.
Even if, however, one doesn’t take this to be a reason to prefer Pluralism, it is undeniable that
Pluralism, in addressing this important question, represents an interesting development of the
basic CNR thesis.

2.6

Objections and Replies

Before I conclude this chapter, I wish to respond to two objections. The first objection (2.6.1),
due to Jennifer Lackey, is that so-called ‘mixed’ cases, viz. cases where listeners know some
attested-to proposition by means of inference from evidence which is not exclusively testimonial,
don’t constitute testimonial knowledge. The second objection (2.6.2), due to Paul Faulkner, tries
to exploit a supposed disanalogy between testimony and perception to argue that testimony isn’t
a plausible candidate for being a basic source of knowledge. I will argue that both objections fail.

2.6.1

Lackey’s Rejection of Intermediate Cases

At this point, one might object to what I’ve said here as follows. The Pluralist theory can’t be
correct, because what you have called knowledge by inferential means is not properly
testimonial. In order for something to count as testimonial knowledge, the objection continues,
the listener’s grounds must be the exclusively the speaker’s grounds. What we can call
intermediate cases, where the listener recruits background evidence, are not therefore cases of
testimonial knowledge. Perhaps the most explicit proponent of this type of argument is Jennifer
Lackey. In her (2010), she explicitly denies that these intermediate cases are testimonial:
There are … intermediate cases in which a hearer has relevant background information and
uses it to derive knowledge from the statement of a speaker. For example, suppose that you
know from past experience that I report that there is no coffee in the carafe only when there is
some. Now when I report to you that there is no coffee in the carafe, you may supplement my
testimony with your background information and hence derive knowledge that there is coffee
42

in the carafe. Because the epistemic status of beliefs formed in these types of cases relies so
heavily on memory and inference, the resulting justification and knowledge are only partially
testimonially based. Hence, such beliefs typically fall outside the scope of theories purporting
to capture only those beliefs that are entirely based on testimony.42

According to Lackey, if a listener is told a proposition p, and she recruits background evidence to
support what she is told, then it is ‘only partially testimonially based’ – i.e., what she has
designated as an intermediate case – and therefore falls outside of the purview of a theory of
testimony. In effect, she is denying that intermediate cases of are genuine cases of testimony. If
sound, this objection is obviously a big problem for my view, because I am operating under the
assumption that intermediate cases can in fact be cases of testimonial. Fortunately, I think that
the objection is unsound. In order to see why, we first need to be clear about what Lackey’s
argument seems to be assuming. It seems to be assuming that a bit of knowledge is properly
testimonial only if the testifier has done all of the epistemic work, so to speak. It is assuming,
that is, that all and only cases of what we can call pure transmission – i.e. cases where a listener
defers to the speaker – are in fact cases of testimonial knowledge. It is my contention, however,
that we should reject this assumption outright. There are three reasons for this.
First, Lackey’s argument begs the question. For her argument assumes that beliefs which ‘only
partially’ rely on testimony are not properly testimonial. This assumption, however, presupposes
that what it is for a belief that p to be testimonial is for p to be free of any non-testimonial
justificatory support. But this is simply to rule out reductionism by fiat, because reductionism
simply is the view that testimonial justification requires such non-testimonial justificatory
support. As far as I can see, however, she gives no argument for this assumption.

Second, it is quite clear that even if I believe what you say because I possess some evidence for
what you say, it doesn’t follow that what you have said is somehow irrelevant to by subsequent
belief. First of all, if I have acquired p because you have told me, then clearly, you’re telling me
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Lackey (2011), pg. 73.
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that p is relevant to my subsequent belief; had you not told me, I may never have had a belief in
p at all. Moreover, it will often be the case that the fact that I acquired p from a speaker will
make a significant epistemic difference to the belief I form, even where the reason I accept p is
because I possess some evidence. Think of eyewitness reports in legal contexts: here we may
well demand independent evidence to accept the testimony. However, that the eyewitness reports
so-and-so is still clearly of central epistemic relevance to my subsequent belief. The independent
evidence is only providing corroboration from a proposition garnered, if true, from the
eyewitness’s on-board epistemic capacities.

The third reason is inspired by Goldberg (2015). Testimony is not simply deferential in the
epistemic sense. It is also deferential in the normative sense. For instance, if S tells me p, I accept
p, and then someone challenges me as to p, it seems permissible for me to defer the challenge
back to S: “I believe p because S told me so!”43 Call this normative deference. Normative
deference is a manifest feature of our testimonial practices, understood as a social practice with
the aim of giving and receiving reasons. Given that this deference is in fact a robust feature of
testimonial exchanges, then if Lackey is correct that intermediate cases aren’t testimonial, it
should follow that such cases don’t display normative deference. I argue, however, that such
cases do in fact display deference. Thus, we have reason to think that Lackey is incorrect in her
characterization of such cases. Consider the following:

BIRDWATCHING. You are an ornithologist with a particular research interest in the Crested
Woodpecker, which is endangered, because it competes for space with its more successful
cousin, the Pileated Woodpecker. You know that the birds look almost identical, and that the
only difference is the colour of the tail feathers. One day, an acquaintance named Fred tells
you, truly and sincerely, that he saw an unusual type of bird, but that he’s not certain what it
is. When he describes it, you realize, correctly, that it was a Crested Woodpecker.
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Cf. Goldberg (2015), chapter 3, and especially pp. 75-78.
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Given your ornithologist skills, let us say that you come to know what bird it was that Fred saw,
and that a big part of this is due to your identification expertise. So, this looks like an
intermediate case by Lackey’s lights. Suppose now that you have to file a report with the official
agency which tracks signings of this rare bird. Here, if prompted as to the source of the sighting,
it would be natural to give the name of your acquaintance. To do this, however, is to defer to
Fred’s testimonial authority, insofar as you are relying on the veracity of his report of what he
saw. To make this clearer, consider the same scenario except that Fred lied in order to curry
favour with you. It seems to me that you would be well within your rights to be angry with Fred
if you found out his lie; after all, your report to the agency was made on the assumption that he
spoke the truth. Thus, if I am correct here, it looks like intermediate cases display normative
deference, which further suggests that Lackey is incorrect to hold that such cases are not
testimonial.

2.6.2

Faulkner’s Objection to Testimony as a Basic Source of Knowledge

In the context of discussing the prospects of a neo-Moorean response to testimonial scepticism,
Faulkner (2006) considers, and then rejects, a view of basic testimonial evidence very similar to
the one I have endorsed in this chapter. His argument against it can be found in the following
passage:

Testimony can be contrasted to perception... The phenomenology of testimony is not
authoritative because testimony does not transparently reveal the world in the manner of
perception. Unlike perception, testimony represents the world without making it
phenomenally apparent. So when one receives testimony to p from a speaker who knows that
p, there is no compulsion to believe that p. We do not have a confidence in the truth of what
knowledgeable speakers do tell us that is anything like the confidence we have in the truth of
what we see. Doubt over particular testimony is a genuine epistemic possibility and can be
generated without any sceptical argument. It follows from the recognition that a speaker’s
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provision of testimony is intentional and that speakers are not solely motivated by the desire
to be informative.44

Faulkner attempts to pre-empt any attempt to argue for a form of testimonial disjunctivism by
way of driving a wedge between the epistemic standing of perception and testimony. While
perception is a way of directly making the world apparent, testimony is not. Testimony is an
intentional product, and is ‘mediated’ through speakers who can deceive. The idea here seems to
be a version of what has come to be called an Inferentialist picture of testimonial belief.
According to the Inferentialist, testimonial belief is mediate, in the sense that listeners first
comprehend that a speaker has said p before believing that p. This is makes it unlike perceptual
sources, where belief is an immediate part of the comprehension of a state of affairs. Another
philosopher who endorses inferentialism is Fricker. In her (1995), she writes:
… it is hopeless to attempt to treat knowledge through … perception as inferential rather than
direct...But the case of testimony seems very different. [There are] significant disanalogies
between [testimony and perception], most importantly with the kind of “informational states”
they characteristically produce in their subject. In my view, these disanalogies are
epistemologically crucial: there are compelling reasons to treat perceptual knowledge as
direct, none of which apply to testimony, and good reasons not to treat testimony as direct.45
If this view is true, and it is indeed ‘hopeless’ to challenge inferentialism, then I have a problem,
for it means that the attempt to model basic testimony on insights from the epistemology of
perception is a non-starter.
Is it really hopeless, however? My answer is a resounding “no”. Under scrutiny, the supposed
disanalogy disappears. In contrast to what Faulkner (and Fricker) maintain, I don’t think that the
phenomenology of testimony supports the Inferentialist picture. The best argument against
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Faulkner (2006), pg. 155.
Fricker, (1995), pg. 400, accessed from Graham, (2000a), pg. 52.
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inferentialism, I think, can be gleaned from the psycholinguistics literature, and more
specifically, the work of Gilbert et al. (1990, 1991, 1993). Gilbert contrasts two models of belief
acceptance: the Spinozan model and the Cartesian model. According to the Cartesian,
understanding a proposition occurs prior to its acceptance or rejection by the subject. This
corresponds to what I’ve called inferentialism. According to the Spinozan model, understanding
and acceptance run together. All understood propositions are initially believed, and disbelief or
suspension of belief occurs subsequently. This corresponds roughly to what I’ve called type-one
belief formation. According to Gilbert, there are empirical reasons to favour the Spinozan model.
Making these reasons clear, however, will require discussing his set-up, and here I will follow
Peter Graham’s (2000) admirably clear discussion of Gilbert (1993).46 The latter suggests that
like other cognitive systems, the cognitive system responsible for belief-formation is modular, in
the sense that it is the product of different sub-systems which divide the informational load.
Some modular systems are single exit systems, which take bits of information and spit out a
single, finished product on a single ‘assembly line’. A single exit and automated system for
manufacturing car doors, for example, would take a car body and two doors, place the doors on
the car, and spit out the finished product. Some modular systems, by contrast, are multiple exit.
They take bits of information in and spit out different finished products depending on the input.
An example here would be a fruit salad machine which took in fruit, and either chops up the fruit
and spits out a salad if the fruit is seedless, or chops the fruit, removes the seeds and then spits
out a salad if the fruit has seeds.47 Here there are two processes and two exits, depending on the
nature of the input. The Cartesian and Spinozan models are multiple exit systems, but of
different kinds. The Cartesian system has understanding as a first-exit process, and acceptance
(or rejection) as a second exit. By contrast, the Spinozan system has understanding and
acceptance as a first exit process, and rejection as a second Following Norman & Bobrow (1975)
and Tversky & Kahneman (1974), Gilbert argues that multiple exit cognitive systems, when
placed under conditions of stress or low resources are prone to something he calls premature
output:
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Cf. Graham, (2000a), chapter 4, and especially pp. 52-70.
Ibid, pg. 57.
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When stressed, modular information-processing systems with multiple exit capabilities will
often show a bias toward prematurely outputting the products of early modules.48

For example, the principle predicts that the fruit salad machine would, under a stressful situation
– say a lack of resources – would tend to spit out a salad at the first exit, whether or not it had
seeds. According to Gilbert, this principle provides a way to experimentally determine whether
we use a Cartesian or a Spinozan model, because they each predict distinct first-exit outputs
under conditions of stress. The Cartesian model predicts understanding without acceptance,
while the Spinozan predicts understanding and acceptance without rejection. Gilbert et. al (1991)
provides some experimental evidence in favour of the Spinozan model. One experiment involved
asking subjects to evaluate propositions on a computer screen. Half of the subjects were asked to
simultaneously complete an otherwise unrelated cognitive task. Subjects who performed multiple
tasks were more likely to accept propositions that they would otherwise not are accepted than
subjects who were not performing multiple tasks (Baron, Baron, and Miller, 1973; Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986; cited in Gilbert 1991).49 These results, among others published there, suggest
that under conditions of significant cognitive stress, the first-exit produces states of
understanding and acceptance as predicted by the Spinozan model. These results are also
reinforced by studies in early childhood cognition, where research has pointed to the ability to
deny propositions arising relatively late in the language-acquisition process (Bloom 1970; Pea
1980; cited in Gilbert 1991). This is further evidence that disbelieving a proposition is a more
complex cognitive task than acceptance. All things considered, the psychological literature
doesn’t support Faulkner’s contention of a disanalogy between perception and testimony.
Instead, it provides some evidence that the acceptance of propositional content – that is,
testimony, broadly construed – is much closer to perceptual belief formation in terms of its
generally automatic nature than Faulkner and Fricker seem to assume. Thus, I do not think that
inferentialism is a credible threat to testimonial disjunctivism
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Ibid, pp. 114-115.
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2.7

Concluding Remarks

My main goal in this chapter has been to both develop and motivate the Pluralist theory. This
theory holds that there are two distinct routes to testimonial knowledge and justification: basic
and inferential. I motivated the view by suggesting that unlike classical non-reductionism,
Pluralism provides a developed view of the conditions under which testimonial knowledge by
inference occurs. Additionally, I also argued that two prominent objections to elements of this
theory fail.
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Chapter 3: Contextualizing Pluralism

3.1

Introduction

I concluded the last chapter having articulated and defended a two-pronged theory of testimony –
the Pluralist theory. As I argued there, Pluralism is a new form of non-reductionism, one which
scores better in terms of theoretical completeness than canonical non-reductionism represented
by Burge and Audi. Here, however, it’s important to note that Pluralism is not a view about
language, and as such, is not committed to any particular semantic theory. This means, however,
that it leaves open important questions about the semantics of the language we use to talk about
it. One such question is whether the truth-conditions of our attributions of testimonial knowledge
are fixed by the epistemic relation between the speaker and listener – that is, on the truth-relevant
properties of the listener’s belief (and perhaps the speaker’s) – or whether they shift depending
on the epistemic standards salient to the person making the knowledge attribution. Call the first
view semantic invariantism, and the second, epistemic contextualism.50

While something of a historical default, invariantism has, as I mentioned in the introduction,
come under fire recently because certain pairs of ordinary language cases – what I have called
Bank-style cases – seem to suggest that it is false. These pairs of cases all have certain stipulated
features in common. First, they feature two counterparts deliberating as to whether they know a
certain proposition p. Second, that across both cases, the counterparts have the same epistemic
relation to p: they have the same belief supported by the same truth-relevant epistemic
properties. Third, the only change across the cases are practical features such as stakes or
conversational salience (which one depends on the particular pair of cases). Here’s an example
of such a pair of cases, which are a modification of the DeRose Bank cases canvassed in the
introduction51:
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A good overview of semantic invariantism is found in the first chapter of Fantl & McGrath (2009).
Cf. DeRose, (2009), pp. 1-2.
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LOW. Keith and his friend Bob are driving to Keith’s house on a Friday afternoon. They are
planning to stop at the bank on the way home so that Keith can deposit a paycheque. It’s not
important that he do so, however, as he has no impending bills. But as they drive, they notice
that the lines inside are very long, as they often are on Friday afternoons. Remarking on the
line, Bob says the following: “Keith, the bank will be open tomorrow, as I remember being at
this bank two weeks ago on a Saturday.” Realizing that it isn’t important that his paycheque is
deposited right away, and that Bob is extremely trustworthy, Keith accepts what he says. At
this moment, however, Keith’s wife Sarah calls him on his cellphone. She is wondering,
among other things, whether they are stopping at the bank. Keith tells her that they are driving
straight home to avoid the lines. In reply, Sarah says, “Maybe the bank won’t be open
tomorrow; lots of banks are closed Saturdays.” To this, Keith replies: “I know the bank will
be open tomorrow; Bob just told me that he was there two weeks ago on a Saturday. So, I can
deposit my paycheque tomorrow”.
HIGH. Keith and his friend Bob are driving to Keith’s house on a Friday afternoon. They are
planning to stop at the bank so that Keith can deposit a paycheque. It’s extremely important
that Keith deposit the cheque before Monday, because he has a mortgage payment which, if
left unpaid, will leave his family in a very precarious situation. And of course, banks are
closed Sundays. But as they drive, they notice that the lines inside are very long, as they often
are on Friday afternoons. Remarking on the line, Bob says the following: “Keith, the bank
will be open tomorrow, as I remember being at this bank two weeks ago on a Saturday.”
While it is extremely important that the cheque be deposited before Monday, Keith trusts
Bob, and decides to take him at his word. At this moment, however, Keith’s wife Sarah calls
him on his cellphone. She is wondering, among other things, whether they are stopping at the
bank. Keith tells her that they are driving straight home to avoid the lines. Knowing how
important it is that Keith deposit the cheque, Sarah reminds him of this fact, and then says,
“Banks do sometimes change their hours at a whim, are you sure it will be open?” Remaining
as confident as he was before that Bob is telling the truth, Keith replies as follows: “Well, no,
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while Bob just told me that he was at the bank two weeks ago on a Saturday, I’d better go in
just to make sure.”52
On the canonical reading of cases like this, which I accept, while it’s intuitive that Keith’s selfattribution of knowledge in LOW is true, it’s also intuitive that his self-denial of knowledge in
HIGH is true. Call this the shifting data. The shifting data, if correct, represents a problem for
invariantism. Let me unpack why this is. The invariantist holds that the semantic value of a
knowledge attribution is fixed across all contexts of attribution (by general conventional facts of
language). Thus, given that it is stipulated that Keith has the same epistemic relation to his belief
that the bank will be open in both LOW and HIGH, and it is intuitive that he is saying something
true when he self-ascribes knowledge in LOW, the invariantist is committed to holding that
Keith would be saying something false if he denied himself knowledge on the basis of Bob’s
assertion in HIGH. The key assumption made by the invariantist is that knowledge supervenes
upon the epistemic relation between a subject and some putative fact: there can be no change in
knowledge without a change in the epistemic relation. So, given that the epistemic relation is
identical across LOW and HIGH, the invariantist is committed to holding that if Keith’s
attribution is true in LOW, it must also be true in HIGH. But intuitively, as we have seen, this is
the wrong verdict: we judge that Keith’s self-denial of knowledge in HIGH is true. Taken on
their face, the intuitions elicited here therefore suggest that – contrary to semantic invariantism –
our intuitive judgements regarding the truth-value of knowledge attributions are sensitive to
practical features such as stakes or conversational salience 53

All of this is well covered ground. Notice, however, that in these modified versions of the Bank
Cases presented here, Keith’s belief, and his basis for this belief, are derived from Bob’s
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For similar versions of the Bank cases, see Dinge (2018), pgs. 2844-2845.
There is controversy over what practical feature is responsible for the shift, and we must be careful to keep them
apart. Stakes sensitivity is the view that practical importance partially determines whether a subject is in a position to
know a proposition. Salience sensitivity is the view that conversational salience determines this. Notice that in the
DeRose Bank cases here described, they could be described as cases of either stakes or salience sensitivity. The
stakes go up for Keith, but also, a new error-possibility is introduced. This leaves a choice point for the theorists
who wants to take the intuitions at their face. The form of epistemic contextualism that I will endorse below is a
form of stakes sensitivity called interests contextualism.
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testimony. Keith believes Bob when the latter says that the Bank will be open on Saturday, and
he believes this because he believes the latter when he says that he knows it will be open
(because he was there two weeks ago on a Saturday). In short, in the version of the Bank Cases
presented here, Keith forms an inferential testimonial belief. Thus, supposing that the modified
cases suggest the prima facie falsity of invariantism about knowledge attributions, I submit that
they also motivate the prima facie falsity of invariantism with regards to testimonial knowledge
attributions, the Pluralist theory included. So, I take it that those working in the epistemology of
testimony are faced with the same choice point when it comes to the data elicited by the bank
cases: either they take the intuitions at face value, thereby rejecting invariantism, or they attempt
to save invariantism by explaining away one of the intuitions. In this chapter, my overall goal
will be to modify the Pluralist theory of testimony in light of the shifting data. More specifically,
I will embrace the first horn of the choice point and will combine Pluralism with an alternative
semantics for testimonial knowledge attributions: epistemic contextualism (EC). Briefly,
epistemic contextualism holds that the truth-conditions of the word ‘knowledge’ depend on the
context of attribution, and this because the epistemic standard54 that the subject of the attribution
must meet in order to satisfy the semantic value of ‘knows’ depends on what alternatives are
relevant to the attributor. When it comes to testimonial ‘knowledge’, therefore, EC amounts to
the thesis that the truth-conditions of testimonial knowledge-attributions depend on the context
of attribution.

Be that as is may, one might worry that reworking Pluralism in this way is not a particularly
interesting project, and therefore doesn’t merit an entire chapter. The worry goes as follows.
Given that EC is a general meta-semantic view about the truth-conditions of a word – ‘knows’ –
which doesn’t force us to adopt particular first-order epistemic commitments, it of course follows
that we can construct a contextualist version of Pluralism as a theory of ‘knowledge’. However,
this wouldn’t be particularly interesting, insofar as Pluralism would add nothing of substance to
the resulting theory. It would just be a basis-relative application of an existing theory. For the
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By epistemic standard, I mean the set of possible worlds a subject must be able eliminate in order to satisfy the
truth-conditions of a sentence of the form ‘S knows p’. This is to be contrasted to the subject’s strength of epistemic
position, which is the set of alternatives the subject can rule out (Cf. Brown (2006), Fantl & McGrath (2009)).

53

testimonial bit wouldn’t make a substantive contribution. After developing the epistemic
contextualist version of Pluralism – which I call (unimaginatively) Contextualized Pluralism – I
will argue that this putative objection is false. For the particular form of epistemic contextualism
which I develop here, I will argue, both yields a new and interesting explanation of the shifting
data generated by the bank cases, and gives us a richer evidential base from which to challenge
the sceptic than does extant versions of EC in the literature which rely on perceptual evidence.

3.2

Contextualizing Testimonial Knowledge

As I mentioned, epistemic contextualism is a meta-semantic view about how the word
‘knowledge’ works, rather than a view about knowledge itself. In this section, my goal is
expository. I will set out the Pluralist implementation of EC. This will be done in two phases.
First, I will provide a general overview of my preferred contextualist semantics for ‘knows’.
Second, I will combine this semantics with the Pluralist theory, generated Contextualized
Pluralism. I will then discuss its upshots.

3.2.1

Epistemic Contextualism: the Basics

Epistemic contextualism, (cf. DeRose 1992, 2005, 2009, Cohen 1988, 1999, Lewis 1996,
Ichikawa 2011, 2017a. 2017b) is a thesis about the word ‘knows’. It holds that the meaning of
the word ‘knows’ – and therefore, sentences involving this word – partly depends on the context
of attribution. It so depends because the context of attribution determines the standard of
evidence – understood here as a set of relevant alternatives – which is returned as part of the
semantic value of the term. Consequently, whether or not the subject of the attribution satisfies
this semantic value will partially depend on what alternatives are returned in the particular
context.
It’s an open question, however, as to the best way to provide a semantic model of this putative
context-sensitivity. Some contextualists like Cohen (1999) argue that ‘knows’ functions like a
standard indexical like ‘I’ or ‘here’. By contrast, contextualists like Lewis (1996) and Ichikawa
(2011a, 2017a) have argued that ‘knows’ displays a similar type of context-sensitivity to ‘all’ or
‘every’. On this account, which I endorse, knowledge attributions function like universal
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generalizations: the semantic value of a knowledge attribution is determined by the domain of
possibilities it ranges over; where the domain is a function from a context to a set of possibilities.
Hereafter I will call the model which takes the word ‘knows’ to function like a universal
generalization the ‘Lewis-Ichikawa’ model. One natural starting point for this view, a starting
point taken up by Lewis, is the thought that if ‘knowing’ that P requires that a Subject S’s
evidence eliminate all not-P possibilities, and what constitutes the domain of ‘every’ possibility
is itself a context-sensitive matter, then ‘knowing’ P will, roughly, be a matter of P holding on
the basis of ‘evidence’ e within that contextually determined domain C55. Thus, when I ascribe
‘knowledge’ to a subject, I am saying that her evidence is sufficient to rule out all not-P cases,
where crucially, what domain constitutes ‘all’ depends on what error possibilities are
contextually salient. The truth-conditions for ‘know’, then, shift with contextually-determined
shifts in the domain picked out.56 We can define this view as follows:
EC: For all subjects S and propositions p, S ‘knows’ p in context C iff: S believes that p on
the basis of some evidence e, where S’s belief is properly based on e, and ‘all’ of the e cases
in C are p cases.57
To say that ‘all’ of the e cases are p cases is to say that S’s belief that p, properly based on
‘evidence’ e, eliminates or rules out every not-p case relevant in C. I understand elimination in
terms of entailing that a possibility is non-actual. For instance, in normal contexts, my perceptual
evidence of my car in the driveway will entail the non-actuality of the possibility that my car is
missing.58 An important upshot of EC is that while satisfying the truth-conditions of ‘knows’ in
contexts where sceptical possibilities are relevant is comparatively difficult, it is comparatively
easy in regular, mundane contexts. This is because mundane contexts are contexts where the only
alternatives that will generally be relevant are those that are easily eliminated by standard forms
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Lewis (1996), pg. 553.
Here I’ve paraphrased from my (2017) paper ‘Knowledge and Quantifiers’, pg. 334.
57
This definition, and the following basic and non-basic versions of it, are based on Jonathan Ichikawa’s
formulation of EC Ichikawa (2017a), pg. 25.
58
It entails that the stump possibility is non-actual on the Lewisian view, for example, the content of the proposition
‘I see hands’ conflicts with the content of the proposition ‘I see stumps’. The actuality of the latter, relative to a
world (and perhaps a time), is not compatible with the actuality of the latter.
56
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of evidence. For instance, my visual evidence will generally be good enough to eliminate ‘all’ of
the relevant alternatives in mundane contexts, and this because these are contexts where the
possibility of non-ideal perception is not relevant.
As specified here, EC is also compatible with a recursive theory of knowledge.59 If we go this
route, we can say there are two ways for a proposition to be ‘known’. There is a base case in
which a proposition is ‘known’ on the basis of itself, which is just to say that the subject’s
evidence e is constituted by her belief that p:
EC (basic): A subject ‘knows’ p in C if: S believes p, where that belief is properly based on
itself, and ‘all’ of the cases in which S believes p on the basis of itself relevant in C are p
cases.60
There is also the non-basic case. Non-basic ‘knowledge’ can be understood as ‘knowledge’ that
p based upon some propositional evidence e, or conjunction of evidence e1-en distinct from S’s
belief that p61:
EC (non-basic): A subject ‘knows’ p in C if: S believes that p on the basis of some distinct
evidence e1-en, where that belief is properly based on e1-en, and ‘all’ of the e1-en cases relevant
in C are p cases.62

Note that the basic and non-basic clauses are only individually sufficient conditions for
‘knowledge’. I take the conjunction of the two clauses to constitute a necessary condition on
‘knowledge’. Given its centrality to the theory, it’s important here to emphasize that EC is a
theory which holds that the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions are determined by the

I’m taking the language of recursion from Ichikawa (2017a), pp. 89-90.
When I say that S believes p on the basis of itself, I mean that S believes p on the basis of the propositional
content constitutive of p. What exactly the content of basic belief amounts to is a complex question which I cannot
broach here.
61
Cf. Ichikawa, (2017a), pg. 89.
62
Ibid.
59
60
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context of attribution. Often, in cases of testimony, both the speaker and the attributor will be the
same person. These are cases of self-attribution. But other times, the context of attribution will
be some third party discussing whether some subject ‘knows’. In the latter case, it is the third
party’s context which is relevant, and not the subjects. For example, consider Dave and Jack.
Dave asks Jack if their co-worker Sally is at work today. Jack says ‘Yes, I know she’s at work, as
I saw her coat on the rack outsider her cubicle’. Supposing this is a mundane context, it seems
like Jack’s self-attribution is true. Consider, however, Sally and Rita, who have overheard Jack,
and are talking to the police about a possible crime involving Sally. Rita says to Sally, ‘He
doesn’t know that; her jacket could be a red herring’. Supposing this is a higher-stakes situation,
it’s plausible that what Rita says is true, despite the fact that Jack’s epistemic situation hasn’t
changed. Rita’s context of attribution is distinct from Jack’s, and generates a different verdict
about what Jack ‘knows’. Understanding this point is crucial to understanding EC as a whole:
distinct contexts of attribution return distinct semantic values for ‘knows’.

3.2.2

Contextualized Pluralism

So much for the basics of what I’ve called the Lewis-Ichikawa version of EC. I want to now turn
my attention to combining it with the Pluralist theory of testimonial knowledge, to produce a
contextualist version of the latter.
By way of beginning, it’s important to review the distinction between contextualism as a secondorder semantic theory about a word, and first-order theories of knowledge. EC tells us that the
word ‘knows’ is context-sensitive. But it doesn’t give us a fully-fleshed out theory of
‘knowledge’. It only tells us that, whatever else is required to satisfy the truth-conditions of a
‘knowledge’ attribution, it will require meeting a context-sensitive evidential standard. On the
question of what constitutes the knowledge relation within any particular context – viz., what
properties are required for the subject to satisfy ‘knows’ once an evidential standard is returned
in a context of attribution, and the truth-conditions are accordingly fixed – epistemic
contextualism is neutral. My primary aim in this chapter is to develop a novel version of
epistemic contextualism – Contextualized Pluralism – which adopts a contextualist semantics in
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the vicinity of the one sketched out above to the first-order theory of testimonial knowledge –
Pluralism – which developed in the previous chapter.
3.2.2.1 Basic Testimonial ‘Knowledge’
To recall, the Pluralist theory holds that there are two distinct routes to testimonial knowledge:
basic and inferential. Consequently, adopting a contextualist semantics to this theory will require
me to develop a contextualist version of each route. I will begin with basic ‘knowledge’. In the
previous chapter (section 2.3.3.3), I defended the following theory of basic testimonial
knowledge:
BASIC: A listener L has basic testimonial knowledge that p if: L takes S’s word that p (makes
a presumption in favour of S), and she is in an ideal case.

An ideal case is a case which is both objectively good and subjectively good. It is objectively
good in that the speaker knows p (or has knowledge-level evidence that p)63, and asserts p
sincerely. And it is subjectively good in the sense that the listener is rational in taking the speaker
at her word, as there are no defeaters present.

Notice, however, that by my subscription to E=K, BASIC is equivalent to a thesis about
evidence, which I will call BASIC*:
BASIC* A listener L has basic testimonial evidence that p if L takes S’s word that p (makes a
presumption in favour of S, and she is in an ideal case.

Basic testimonial evidence, on my picture, puts one in a position to be directly acquainted with a
fact in the same sense that the epistemic disjunctivist holds that perception directly acquaints one

If a speaker would know p if she believed it – she has good evidence for p – but fails to believe it for whatever
reason, the situation will still be objectively good. Paradigmatically, speakers will know p. But this is not required.
This will become important in the next chapter when I turn my attention to putative counterexamples to testimonial
transmission.
63
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with a fact. A consequence of BASIC* is that one has basic testimonial evidence iff one takes the
word of a speaker, and is in an ideal case. The task here is to overlay this on to EC. As I
mentioned above, EC, as a semantic thesis, is neutral about first-order epistemic questions such
as what constitutes evidence. So, we are therefore free to adopt the conception of basic evidence
generated by my Pluralist theory. To see what this would look like we need to first recall the
specification of basic ‘knowledge’ on the Lewis-Ichikawa version of EC described in the
previous section:
EC(basic): A subject ‘knows’ p in C if: S believes p, where that belief is properly based on
itself, and ‘all’ of the cases in which S believes p on the basis of itself relevant in C are p
cases.
Basic ‘knowledge’, on this definition, obtains when ‘every’ case in which a subject properly
forms a basic belief that p in context C is a case in which p is true. This requires that S’s basic
‘evidence’ entail the falsity of ‘every’ not-p possibility in C. My proposal for converting
EC(basic) into a thesis about basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ is the following:
EC(basic testimony): a listener L has basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ of some testified
proposition p in a context of attribution C iff: L believes p on the basis of a presumption in
favour of the speaker, and ‘all’ of the cases in which L believes p on the basis of this
presumption (taking S’s word) in C are p cases.
Where ‘taking the word of a speaker’ denotes forming a presumptive belief in an asserted
proposition. This account is supposed to work in the same way as the non-testimonial account of
basic contextualist ‘knowledge’ I called EC(basic). There are three differences. The first is that
EC(basic testimony) is committed to a specific view of the basing relation: what it is to form a
basic testimonial belief is to make a presumption in favour of the speaker. When I make a
presumption in favour of S, then my belief is based on whatever truth-conducive properties
support the proposition asserted by S. Relatedly, it drops the proper basing clause because
forming a presumption in favour of the speaker implies that my belief is properly connected to
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the source of this evidence.64 Two, given that it endorses E=K, EC (basic testimony) entails that
‘evidence’ is context-sensitive in the same way that ‘knowledge’ is. If p is ‘’evidence’ in C, it is
also ‘knowledge’ in C, and vice versa. Three, the contextualist element of the proposal requires
that we modify our understanding of what constitutes an ideal case somewhat. To recall, I
defined an ideal case in the previous chapter as follows. It is a case which is both objectively and
subjectively good. It is objectively good in the sense that the speaker sincerely asserts the fact
that p, and p is supported by truth-conducive properties.65 It is subjectively good in the sense that
the listener’s belief is properly based, and she possesses no defeaters to p. When these conditions
obtain, the listener, I said, has conclusive ‘evidence’ that p. We must modify the proposal here,
however, because EC(basic testimony) entails that the set of counterpossiblities relevant to
whether an attribution of testimonial ‘knowledge’ is true depends on the context of attribution.
As a result, whether the subject of the attribution – the listener – possesses conclusive basic
‘evidence’ for some attested-to proposition p will depend on what counterpossiblities are
relevant to the attributor. For example, a listener might occupy a low-standards context such that
if she self-ascribed testimonial ‘knowledge’ on the basis of taking the speaker’s word, she would
possess conclusive ‘evidence’ and thus say something true. However, it might also be true of the
same proposition and the same speaker that, relative to a third-party, she would not possess
conclusive ‘evidence’ and therefore the third party would say something false if she ascribed
‘knowledge’ to the listener. This is a very important point to keep in mind for understanding my
proposal.
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When I make a presumption in favor of S that p, my belief that p is formed in virtue of p coming from S. So,
counterfactually, had it not come from a speaker like S, then I would not have made such a presumption. This
insulates my belief from being based on a source which is not counterfactually related to the evidence. Certainly, I
could make a presumption where I shouldn’t. But this is a different matter.
65
We retain sincerity here for the same reasons adduced in the first chapter. Suppose S ‘knows’ p on the basis of e.
But S tells L that p on the basis of some random reason r. Here, my view is that L won’t be in a position to ‘know’ p,
because the basis for his belief is causally unconnected to the truth of p. Again, I’m assuming here a kind of
standard, causal understanding of the proper basing relation. As I said in footnote 24 of the first chapter, a precise
understanding of the basing relation is beyond the scope of this thesis. All I will say here is that it’s a fraught and
controversial topic.
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As a means of clarifying the proposal, let’s discuss a series of cases. I said that what counts as
conclusive ‘evidence’ relative to one context might not count as conclusive relative to another.
Let’s look at some examples of third-person scenarios where this is the case. First:
LOW SUBJECT/HIGH ATTRIBUTOR. Robert ‘knows’ that he saw a Blue Jay, and
sincerely tells Jillian. Jillian, who occupies a mundane, low-standard context, takes him at his
word, and is aware of no defeaters. Shemp, an acquaintance, overhears Robert say to Jillian
that he saw a Blue Jay. Shemp, however, occupies a higher-standards context, where the
possibility of speaker deception is relevant. He thus scoffs to himself: “She doesn’t know that;
Robert could be lying to her.”

My gloss here is the following. Relative to a context of self-attribution, Jillian would say
something true if she attributed ‘knowledge’ to herself of the proposition that Robert saw a Blue
Jay. For she is aware of no defeaters, and the fact that Robert saw a Jay eliminates all of the
counterpossiblities in her context. In short, the proposition is conclusive in this context. Turn
now to Shemp’s context. Here, my view has it that Shemp would say something true if he denied
that Jillian ‘knows’. For even though it’s a fact that Robert saw a Blue Jay, from Shemp’s
perspective, it would be irrational for Jillian to believe this proposition where the possibility of
deception is relevant. So, relative to Shemp’s context, Jillian’s ‘‘evidence’’ is the weaker fact
that Robert said he saw a Blue Jay. But this ‘evidence’ will not eliminate the possibility that
Robert is lying. So, because this ‘evidence’ fails to be conclusive in this context, she doesn’t
‘know’ it. I note that this explanation turns on Shemp, as third-party, projecting his higher-stakes
situation on to Jillian in assessing her propositional attitude to the relevant proposition. While I
don’t have the space for an extended defence of this projection explanation, it does garner some
support from what Nagel (2008, 2013) calls epistemic anxiety. Epistemic anxiety is her term for
the following general pattern noted in the psychology of belief formation: typically, people will
spontaneously collect more ‘evidence’ before making up their mind that p – coming to a settled
belief that p – when there is greater anticipated cost of p being false.66 One upshot of this is that
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Nagel (2010), pp. 409-410.
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in high-stakes situations, lack of available ‘evidence’ is correlated with corresponding lack of
belief, even when assessing the propositional attitudes of others.67 More specifically, Nagel
argues that people have the tendency to project their own epistemic anxiety on to those they are
assessing, by assuming that the costs associated with being wrong about p for them are the same
as the subject they are assessing.68 So, in projecting his anxieties on to Jillian, Shemp assumes
that Jillian doesn’t believe the relevant proposition (and thus fails to ‘know’ it).

What about the reverse case, where the speaker occupies a low-stakes situation, and the listener
occupies a high-stakes situation? Consider the following:

HIGH SUBJECT/LOW ATTRIBUTOR. Jin and Lisa are having a conversation. Jin tells Lisa,
truly and sincerely, that the Canucks won the game last night. Unbeknownst to Jin, for some
bizarre reason Lisa bet her house on the Canucks winning this game. Ron, who is an
acquaintance of the two, is sitting at an adjacent table. He overhears Jin, and casually wonders
whether Lisa ‘knows’ what Jin said.
Would Ron say something true if he ascribed ‘knowledge’ to Lisa here? Under the stipulation
that he is in a mundane context, and what Jin said is a fact, it looks like he would on my account.
For relative to his context of attribution, Lisa’s ‘evidence’ – the fact that p – is conclusive.
Nothing much is at stake for Ron, and therefore he doesn’t have epistemic anxiety regarding p.
He doesn’t, that is, project defeaters on to Lisa of the type that would preclude her ‘knowing’ (as
in the above case). What about Lisa herself? Would she say something true if she self-ascribed
‘knowledge’? It depends on how we fill out the details of the case. Under the supposition that
Lisa is in a subjectively good situation, her ‘evidence’ – the fact that the Canucks won the game
last night – is conclusive, and she therefore would say something true if she self-ascribed. If,
however, epistemic anxiety took over, and she worried about the possibility that Jin is lying, she
would say something false if she self-ascribed ‘knowledge’.

67
68

Ibid, pp. 416-417.
Nagel (2010), pg. 419.
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3.2.2.2 Inferential Testimonial ‘Knowledge’
I argued in chapter one (2.3.3.4) that listeners can also come to have testimonial knowledge by
means of basing their belief in what a speaker says on some additional evidence. I called this
testimonial knowledge by inference. Where ‘INF’ stands for ‘inference’, I defined the view as
follows:

INF: a listener L has inferential testimonial knowledge that p iff: S sincerely asserts p, p is
true, L accepts S’s utterance that p, and believes on the basis of evidence e that L possesses
(given E=K, a known testimonial proposition, or a set of known propositions), which
eliminates all relevant alternatives to p.

Given E=K, however, we can redefine INF by substituting talk of knowledge with talk of
evidence:

INF*: a listener L has inferential testimonial evidence that p iff: S sincerely asserts p, p is true,
L accepts S’s utterance that p, and believes on the basis of evidence e that L possesses (given
E=K, a known testimonial proposition, or a set of known propositions), which eliminates all
relevant alternatives to p.

If p is known through inference, then it constitutes what I have called non-paradigmatic
testimonial knowledge. Consequently, p also constitutes non-paradigmatic testimonial evidence.
Like before, the task here is to overlay this theory of testimonial evidence with a contextualist
semantics. Above, I defined what it takes to have inferential testimonial ‘knowledge’ as follows:
EC (non-basic): A subject ‘knows’ p in C if: S believes that p on the basis of some distinct
‘evidence’ e1-en, where that belief is properly based on e1-en, and ‘all’ of the e1-en cases
relevant in C are p cases.
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What we need to do, again, is to adopt the view of inferential testimonial evidence (knowledge)
articulated by Pluralism to the semantic schema offered here by EC (non-basic). My proposal is
the following:
EC (non-basic testimony): A listener has inferential testimonial ‘knowledge’ of some attestedto proposition p in C iff: L accepts p, believes p on the basis of evidence e, and ‘all’ of the
cases in which L believes p on the basis of e in C are p cases.
To recall what I said in the second chapter, I am using the term ‘accepts’ in a technical sense. To
accept p is to perceive that a speaker S has said p. Listener belief in p is due to what is sad by the
speaker being linked to some bit of evidence by the listener. Given this account of inferential
testimonial belief, a listener has testimonial ‘knowledge’ by inference that p if ‘every’ case in
which the listener believes p on the basis of some evidence e (a known proposition) in C is a case
where p is true. As a means of spelling this out, let’s look at a fairly simple example:

DATE: suppose that Stacey truly and sincerely says to you that she went on a date with Bill
yesterday. However, Lisa, who doesn’t like Stacey, tells you that she believes that Stacey is
lying.

Suppose that you occupy a context where fairly high standards obtain. You are contract tracing
people because of a virus outbreak, and need to determine Stacey’s whereabouts yesterday.
According to my account, if you took Stacey at her word here, you would not end up ‘knowing’
that Stacey is going out on a date with Bill. This is because your ‘evidence’ here, given the
defeater offered up by Lisa, is the fact that Stacey has said that she has gone on a date with Bill.
And this ‘evidence’ is such that not ‘every’ relevant case where you believe that Stacey has gone
out with Bill on the basis of her say-so is actually a case where she has gone out with Bill, viz.
the case where she is lying (I take this to be a relevant counterpossibility given the heightened
standards). For the fact Stacey has said that she has gone out with Bill doesn’t entail the nonactuality of the possibility that she hasn’t gone out with him. Consider now, however, a modified
version of the case:
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DATE*: Suppose that Stacey truly and sincerely says to you that she went out on a date with
Bill yesterday. Lisa, who doesn’t like Stacey, tells you that she believes Stacey is lying.
However, you are also aware – because someone told you – that Lisa is a compulsive liar
when it comes to Stacey, because she is jealous of her.

This is the same case as before, except you know something else, call it e, that Lisa is a
compulsive liar on matters pertaining to Stacey. Suppose that you believe p – that Stacey is
going out on a date with Bill – on the basis of this additional known proposition e. According to
my theory, you would then be in a position to ‘know’ p. This is because your ‘evidence’ e
eliminates the defeater here, and thus ‘every’ e case in this context is a p case, at least assuming
that there are no other relevant alternatives. And this despite the fact that, had you taken Stacey
at her word, you wouldn’t’ have ended up with ‘knowledge’. The take-home lesson from this
fairly plausible example is that forming a non-basic belief in what a speaker says is a way that
listeners can augment their testimonial ‘knowledge’; basing a testimonial belief on possessed
reasons can sometimes allow listeners to overcome counterpossiblities that simple acceptance of
say-so would not allow. It is a capacity which allows listeners to extend their corpus of ‘known’
propositions.
Notice here, however, that a listener can base one’s belief that p on some ‘evidence’ (‘known’
proposition) € in a context α, and yet fail to ‘know’ p because € doesn’t entail p relative to
context α. This is unlike the case where one has basic ‘evidence’ for p, because basic testimonial
‘evidence’, as I’ve specified it, is ideal ‘evidence’, and the latter is always entailing ‘evidence’.
To illustrate this point let’s consider another simple example. William and Mary are detectives
having a conversation regarding a recent murder case. Call this conversational context C1.
William has just been to the crime scene, and from footprint ‘evidence’ ‘knows’ that the murder
is over 5’11. Suppose that he says this to Mary, and she thereby comes to ‘know’ it by taking
him at his word. Bizarrely, William makes a further claim to the effect that, on the basis of this
‘evidence’, he has concluded that, despite a slew of potential suspects, the murderer is Michael
Jordan (obviously well over 5’11) who, we will stipulate, isn’t anywhere near being a suspect
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here. Suppose further that, for whatever reason, Mary decides to believe this on the basis of what
William said earlier about the footprint ‘evidence’. In this case it is clear that Mary won’t have
testimonial ‘knowledge’ by inference that Michael Jordan is the murder in C1. For although her
inference is based on a ‘known’ proportion, viz. that the murder is over 5’11, this proposition
doesn’t entail that Michael Jordan is the murder in C1. For the proposition that the murder is over
5’11 doesn’t eliminate any particular person over this height, let alone entail that MJ is the killer.

3.2.3

What Determines Relevance in a Context?

Contextualized Pluralism, as a form of EC, holds that whether a subject ‘knows’ a bit of
testimony depends on the alternatives relevant in the context of attribution. But I have not yet
said anything about what determines, in any particular conversational context, the set of relevant
alternatives. Here we face another choice point. As we saw in section §1, the shifting data
suggests that knowledge attributions are sensitive to practical features. But given the way the
Bank cases are set up, it’s not clear whether they are sensitive to practical stakes or
conversational salience. The stakes increase for Keith in the second version of the case, and a
new counterpossibility is introduced. The cases therefore underdetermine which to choose.
Consequently, I will come down on the choice point by endorsing the view that relevance is
determined by the practical stakes of the attributor. In particular, I endorse a specific form of
stakes salience called interests contextualism. In this section, my task is to explicate interests
contextualism, and in so doing, make the notion of stakes sensitivity I have in mind here clear.

Interests contextualism is primarily the brainchild of McKenna (2011, 2013, 2017), and the
material in this section will draw heavily from his arguments. At its most basic, the thesis is that
an alternative is relevant iff those in the context of attribution have a practical reason to consider
it, given their practical aims α. Call such alternatives objective practical reasons. An objective
practical reason is objective in the sense that it is something that one should consider, given the
facts of the situation one is in. For if it obtained, it would undermine one’s ability to act upon p
to achieve α. This is importantly different from a reason one has to consider, given one’s firstpersonal evidence. Consider McKenna’s own example:
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TROLL HUNTER: Saskia and Marie are trying to decide when to leave their flat to go to the
cinema. They want to see the film Troll Hunter, which is showing at 6pm. It’s currently
5.30pm and, in normal traffic conditions, it would take them 15 minutes to get there.
However, this is a weekday and rush-hour traffic can get pretty bad where they live. Because
they’re not aware that the rush-hour traffic gets so bad, neither Saskia nor Marie are
considering this, so they’re planning on leaving in 10 minutes. In an ‘objective’ sense of
‘having a reason’, Saskia and Marie have a reason to consider the possibility that they will be
held up in traffic. Saskia and Marie’s practical interests - their desire to see the film - are such
that they have a reason to consider that possibility. However, in a ‘subjective’ sense of
‘having a reason’, Saskia and Marie have no such reason. They’re not aware that the rushhour traffic gets so bad, so as far as Saskia and Marie are concerned their practical interests
are such that they haven’t got a reason to consider the possibility that they will be held up in
traffic.69
Here’s the take-away. People engage in projects of differing practical importance. Engaging in
these projects mean that there are certain reasons we should consider.70 The more important the
project, the more things we have an objective reason to consider, because the costs of being
wrong are higher. If it is very important for me to get to the theatre, then presumably there are
more counterpossiblities I should take seriously, because I have a high need to get it right.71 This
is so even if I don’t consider these counterpossiblities for whatever reason. On McKenna’s view,
the reasons that ‘knowledge’ attributors have to consider as relevant alternatives are of the same
type as I’ve called objective practical reasons here. In effect, the proposal relativizes objective
practical reasons to a context of attribution: a counterpossibility is relevant in C iff the attributor
has an objective practical reason to consider it in C. Interests contextualism, therefore, as I’ve
mentioned, is a form of stakes sensitivity. It endorses the view that whether or not the subject of
an attribution is in a position to ‘know’ p depends on the relative practical importance of p in the
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context of attribution. If p is practically important – the stakes are high – then the domain of
counterpossiblities picked out by the attribution will extend beyond the domain picked out when
the stakes are low. The upshot here, returning to TROLL HUNTER, is that if Saskia was to say
to Marie ‘I know that we can get to the film on time if we leave at 5:30’, she would, relative to
her objective practical interests, say something false. This is because her ‘evidence’ here – that it
takes 15 minutes to get to the theatre in normal conditions – doesn’t eliminate the objectively
relevant counterpossibility that they will get stuck in rush-hour traffic in her context of selfattribution.72

One thing worth noting here is that interests contextualism will mimic interest-relative
invariantism (IRI) when it comes to cases of first-person attribution. IRI, as a form of semantic
invariantism, holds that the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions are fixed across all
contexts by the epistemic relation the subject of the attribution bears to the relevant proposition.
This epistemic relation, however, is interest relative: what counterpossiblities a subject must be
able to eliminate in order to know depends on her practical interests. So, like interests
contextualism, IRI endorses a form of stakes-sensitivity.73 As a result, IRI and interests
contextualism will come the same verdict when it comes to cases where the subject selfattributes. This is because the set of counterpossiblities relevant to the context of attribution will
just be whatever counterpossiblities are practically relevant to the subject. Where IRI and
interests contextualism come apart is when it comes to third-person cases, where a speaker
attributes ‘knowledge’ that p to someone else. Here, the interests contextualist holds that it’s the
attributor’s practical interests which determine the truth-conditions of p, where the proponent of
IRI maintains that it’s the subject’s practical interests (the truth-conditions don’t shift with shifts
in attributor). For an example, consider a variation of the TROLL HUNTER case involving a
third-party attributer. Alvin is an acquaintance of the pair. He overhears Saskia assert that she
‘knows’ it will take 15 minutes to get to the theatre. Alvin is thinking of going to see the movie,
but he’s not really fussed if he gets there on time. Given the low stakes for Alvin with regards to
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seeing the movie, according to interests contextualism he would say something true if he
attributed ‘knowledge’ to Saskia here. By contrast, the proponent of IRI would hold that he
would say something false if he attributed knowledge to Saskia. This is because Saskia’s
practical interests, as subject, are what matters for IRI, and Saskia’s practical situation is
stipulated to be such that she’s not in a position to know the relevant proposition. I won’t here be
adjudicating between the two proposals. I will provide an argument in chapter 5 that someone
sympathetic to a function-first account of knowledge attributions has reason to accept
contextualism over IRI.

One might wonder here why, on my account, practical importance increases the domain of
counterpossiblities relevant to an attributer. One motivation for this view – which I take to be the
central motivation – has already been encountered: it explains our intuitions in the Bank cases
(though I note that it is only one of a series of competing explanations, so this isn’t decisive).
Adducing general theoretical motivations in favour of this view is difficult given the complexity
of the matter, and I cannot possibly provide an entirely satisfactory general account here. What I
will do is gesture towards three such motivations. The first is that there are independently
motivated knowledge/action principles endorsed in the epistemological literature. The basic idea
is that knowledge and practical action are biconditional: one knows p iff one can act on p.
What’s important for my purposes is that if something like this is correct, then it can be seen to
amount to the view that the practical importance of a proposition can effect whether one can
know it. If I can’t act on p, then I don’t know it.74 I will be returning to a discussion of this in
chapter 4. Second, the notion that a subject’s interests determine what is relevant to consider is
invoked in decision theory. Some counterpossiblities to an action will be relevant given the goal
of that action, and some will not.75 My view here is similar to that of Stanley (2005a), pg. 92:
‘under certain conditions, in decision making, a subject ought rationally to consider alternatives
to propositions she believes. A subject’s interests determine her goals. Given these goals, there
will be a range of [alternatives] which the subject ought practically to consider. Given that we
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are not ideal rational agents, there will be a range of alternatives that it will be legitimate to
ignore. The rest of the alternatives to her beliefs are ones that she ought rationally to consider. A
proposition is a serious practical question if there are alternatives to that proposition that the
subject ought rationally to consider in decision making.’ On the stakes-sensitivity account I am
endorsing here, the range of alternatives a subject ought to consider depends on how much is at
stake for her regarding her practical interests in a proposition p. The idea is that greater stakes
equate to greater costs of being wrong in decision making, and because of the greater costs, there
are fewer alternatives that it will be legitimate for the subject to ignore. That is, the higher the
stakes, the larger the domain of counterpossiblities that a subject must be able to rule out in order
to rely on a proposition in practical reasoning. What interests contextualism does is relativize this
notion of alternatives one ought to consider to the context of attribution: an alternative is such
that one ought to consider it – that is, it is objectively relevant – iff if is such that the attributor
ought to consider it in C. I recognize that this is far from conclusive, but for my present
purposes, what is important is motivating the intuitive plausibility of stakes sensitivity, which I
think I have done here. One might complain here that this leaves the notion of objective
relevance in a context vague, and that this is a significant drawback to the view. Mt reply here
takes the form of a tu quoque. This isn’t a problem specific to interests contextualism, but is also
a problem for any stakes-sensitivity based view. Moreover, there is also a sense in which
salience sensitivity views will face a similar problem, insofar as there is no plausible general
account specifying, for any particular conversational context, exactly which alternatives will be
salient.76
One might worry that here this view can’t be right, as it’s intuitive that alternatives which are
being attended to by the subject can be relevant, whether or not they are objectively relevant in
the sense articulated here. To take an example from McKenna, originally from Vogel (1999),
imagine that I’ve parked my newly purchased car outside an hour ago, and I have little reason to
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be worried about it. Consequently, I ascribe ‘knowledge’ to myself that the car is parked outside
without a thought. Now, however, suppose that my friend starts insisting that it’s entirely
possible that my car could get stolen where it is parked, and that this is an important
consideration, given that I use it to commute to my job. Because she makes this point vivid, I
therefore reconsider, and wonder whether I actually ‘know’ it’s parked outside. Her utterance has
affected how I perceive my practical interests. But that one has affected my perceived interests
doesn’t entail that my objective interests have changed. So, one might think that interests
contextualism is committed to holding a counterintuitive view, inasmuch as it’s natural for me to
reconsider whether I ‘know’ on my friend’s instance.77

My response here will differ somewhat from the response to this case adduced by McKenna. On
McKenna’s view, that the friend raises the possibility that my car might be stolen changes what
is objectively relevant to me. Once I realize that it’s important for me that my car isn’t stolen,
and that it’s possible that it could’ve been stolen, I realize that I do have an objective reason to
consider this possibility. Consequently, I realize that I was mistaken in self-ascribing
‘knowledge’. So, considering a counterpossibility can, for McKenna, actually change what is
objectively relevant for her.78 I think that raising counterpossiblities can in fact makes subjects
realize that they were mistaken about their practical interests. Humans are imperfect reasoners,
even about their own interests. However, I want to resist McKenna’s conclusion about the Vogel
case. My own gloss is as follows. Although the friend makes it clear to me that the stakes are
perhaps higher than normal for me with regards to the proposition that my car is parked outside, I
do not think they are high enough in this case to undermine my ability to rely on the fact that I
parked my car outside an hour ago. After all, the chance that my car might be stolen, given that
this is a fairly ordinary scenario (we may assume) is very remote. So, even though there is a
sense in which it’s reasonable to consider my friend’s assertion, I do not think that the stakes in
this vignette are such that the possibility that my car has been stolen is objectively relevant after
all. As a result, I resist seeing this as a situation where we should see what my friend has said as
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having changed what’s objectively relevant. They haven’t changed on my gloss. Again, this is
not to deny that agents can realize that agents can err about their perceived practical interests,
and come to realize that a certain possibility is in fact relevant given these practical interests.
Moreover, given my endorsement of epistemic anxiety, I do not deny that if I had perceived the
stakes to be higher than I am assuming they actually are, then I may not have been in a position
to ‘know’ that my car is parked. For I may have simply been unsure, and not believed the
proposition. I just think that the most straightforward way to understand the Vogel case as
presented by McKenna is such that the possibility that my car has been stolen isn’t objectively
relevant.

One further point of clarification will be useful here. I have suggested that agents can fail to
‘know’ a proposition because they experience epistemic anxiety, and thereby fail to believe it.
One might worry that this means that I actually do think that considering an alternative can in
fact alter what is objectively relevant for me. Suppose I take myself to ‘know’ p, but then I
perceive that p is fairly important to me, feel unsure, and cease to believe p. I thereby no longer
‘know’ it. However, consider the following:
1. There is an objectively relevant possibility that your evidence doesn’t rule out.
2. You feel unsure, and so stop counting as fully believing.
These are independent. If I can self-ascribe ‘knowledge’ in context C because I’m not
experiencing anxiety, what I’m saying is that 2. isn’t getting in the way of ‘knowledge’. But this
doesn’t mean that what I consider is changing what is objectively relevant for me in C. What is
objectively relevant obviously matters to the truth of my self-attribution. Epistemic anxiety
suggests simply that it’s not the only thing that matters. My confidence in p also matters. But my
confidence doesn’t change my objective practical situation. What it does imply, however, is that
I can misperceive my practical situation, and either be over-confident that p, or under-confident.
I do not take this to be a drawback, however, given the serious imperfections limiting human
reasoning.
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This completes my general presentation of interests contextualism. As it stands, however, this
account doesn’t place any normative constraints upon what constitutes a practical interest. One
might think this is a problem, inasmuch as it implies that unreasonable alternatives can have an
effect on the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’ attributions despite the fact that they shouldn’t. To
see this, consider a case, taken from McKenna (2013), where Jason and Helen are discussing the
Moon landing. Jason is a fervent supporter of the moon landing conspiracy.

MOON LANDING:

Helen: Jason, I know that Neil Armstrong Landed on the Moon in 1969.
Jason: You don’t know that. The film footage clearly shows the flag fluttering, even though
there is no wind in space! All of the scientists who try to explain the ‘evidence’ away are in
on the conspiracy!79
I take it that we find Jason’s conspiratorial claims unreasonable, and that as such, that they
shouldn’t affect the truth-conditions of Helen’s self-attribution of ‘knowledge’. However, as it
stands, interests contextualism can’t tell us why Jason is saying something unreasonable. This is
because, at least given that conspiracy theorists often attach a great deal of practical import to the
theories they subscribe to, it seems like Jason may in fact have an objective practical reason to
consider the moon landing conspiracy. Jason, that is, appears to have an interest in the falsity of
Helen’s claim. But if this is the case, then it’s reasonable to think that he speaks truly when he
denies that Helen ‘knows’ that Neil Armstrong landed on the moon. Given the unreasonableness
of what Jason says, however, this is an unhappy result for interests contextualism.80

As a means of responding to this problem, McKenna fuses a contextualist semantics with
Edward Craig’s (1990) account of the function of knowledge attributions. Let me unpack this
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view. According to Craig, we need reliable information in order for practical reasoning to
succeed. Thus, we need a way of identifying those who possess information which will allow us
to succeed from those who do not. The term ‘knowledge’, argues Craig, certifies that an agent
possesses information of an epistemic quality sufficient for our practical needs. Given that we
are social creatures, however, we also have the need to pass information to others, and pool
information within our social group (which would allow others to make use of it for their
actions).81 Because we don’t, in general, know the interests of our interlocutors however, we
need so ensure that our information is reliable enough for many people. So, through the process
of ‘objectivization’, knowledge attributions are moulded by our community into the direction of
denoting a general, communal standard: roughly speaking, an informant ‘knows’ iff her
information is good enough for the community at large.82 Following McKenna (2013) and
Hannon (2019), we can make the notion of reliable informant more precise by means of
combining this Craigian hypothesis with a relevant alternatives theory of knowledge:

The reliable informant standard for knowledge: to know that p, an agent must be in a strong
enough epistemic position with regards to p to eliminate all of the not-p possibilities that are
relevant to members of the epistemic community that might draw on the agent’s
information.83
On this view, the word ‘knowledge’ flags a subject as someone who possesses information of a
sufficient reliability to be actionable by the epistemic community at large. Notice, however, that
this Craigian view is not contextualist, as it doesn’t relativize the truth-conditions of an
attribution of ‘knowledge’ to the context of attribution. We can motivate a contextualization of
Craig by means of returning to the bank cases. Supposing that we find it intuitive that Keith’s
self-attribution in LOW is true, then it looks like his epistemic position is strong enough to meet
the epistemic standard relevant to his community. But if this is the case, it is puzzling as to why
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we find his denial in HIGH intuitive. For he has met the relevant communal standard. We can
solve this puzzle, according to McKenna, by way of a contextualist semantics. The basic idea is
the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’ attributions that p shift depending on the objective practical
interests of the attributor. In every-day situations, where nothing is especially at stake for the
attributions regarding p, it is true that the subject ‘knows’ iff she can rule out those communally
relevant alternatives which are a kind of default standard. However, if the attributor is in an
especially pressing practical situation with regards to p, the subject must be able to rule out ‘all’
of an expanded set of alternatives to p. The idea is that ‘knowledge’ attributions are shifty
because pressing practical situations can swamp an otherwise social default range of relevant
alternatives governing the truth-conditions of a proposition.84 We can say, then, that in normal
situations, ‘knowledge’ attributions are governed by a kind of global interest relativity, whereas
in pressing practical situations, these attributions are governed by a kind of local interest
relativity.85 86Understood in this contextualist manner, we can accommodate the data motivating
the bank-cases within a Craigian framework. The idea is that it is true that Keith ‘knows’ in
LOW because not much is at stake for him whether the bank is open, and his evidence is good
enough to rule out ‘all’ of the default relevant alternatives. By contrast, it is true when he denies
that he ‘knows’ in HIGH because the proposition that the bank is open is very important to him,
and his evidence can’t rule out ‘all’ of the alternatives in this expanded set. Interests
contextualism therefore accommodates the basic Craigian insight that the function of knowledge
is to identify reliable informants for the community, but does so in a way that accommodates
data suggesting that there is a tight connection between practical interests and the truth of
‘knowledge’ attributions. Let me summarize the developed, Craigian form of interests
contextualism that I endorse as follows:
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1. ‘Knowledge’ attributions have context-sensitive truth-conditions. An attribution of
‘knowledge’ to S in C is true iff S can rule out ‘all’ of the alternatives relevant in the
context of attribution.
2. The alternatives that are relevant to a context of attribution are the alternatives that the
attributor has an objective practical reason to consider. Generally, the alternatives that the
attributor will have an objective practical reason to consider will be those that are default
(communally) relevant. However, should the attributor be in an unusually pressing
practical situation, she will have an objective practical reason to consider a wider set of
alternatives.87
1. is simply a statement of a contextualist semantics. 2 provides the interests contextualist
account of what renders an alternative relevant in any context of attribution. An important upshot
of this account is that not all alternatives raised in conversation will be relevant, because not all
alternatives are such that those in the context of attribution have an objective practical reason to
consider them. Put another way, interest contextualism places normative constraints on
relevance: one ought to consider all and only those alternatives which one has an objective
practical interest in, and this due to the nature and function of ‘knowledge’ attributions.88 We can
call this a distinction between merely raised alternatives, which are mentioned but not
objectively relevant, and relevant alternatives, which are in fact objectively relevant. Following
McKenna, I suggest that this distinction between raised and relevant alternatives allows the
interest contextualist to resist concluding that conspiratorial alternative like those raised in the
Moon Landing case above have any effect on the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’ attributions.
The explanation is the following. According to interests contextualism, the alternative that the
landings were falsified is not globally relevant, for agents do not generally have to eliminate
conspiracy theories in order for them to be ascribed ‘knowledge’. Nor, moreover, is it locally
relevant, because John isn’t in an unusually pressing practical situation. While he is interested in
the truth of the conspiracy theory, he’s not in a situation where its falsity will have significant
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practical consequences given his goals (we are assuming that John is simply a conspiracymongerer, and hasn’t for example bet his house on its truth. Had he done something like this, he
would be in a pressing practical situation and therefore, it would be objectively relevant). As a
result, it’s not relevant simplicter, and happily, we can therefore say that Helen ‘knows’ that Neil
Armstrong landed on the moon.89 We can also provide a neat explanation of the Bank Cases. In
LOW, Keith doesn’t have an objective practical reason to consider the alternative that the bank
has recently changed its hours. This is because it’s not globally relevant. Nor is Keith in an
unusually pressing or high-stakes practical situation, meaning that it’s not locally relevant either.
In HIGH, however, he does have such a reason to consider this alternative: he is in an unusually
high-stakes practical situation, making this alternative locally relevant.

At this point, one might wonder what it is about testimony that motivates contextualism, or
whether there is anything of a deeper connection between the two. Greco (2015) argues that
testimonial knowledge has two interrelated functions. On the one hand, it functions as a means of
information acquisition, and corresponds to fairly stringent epistemic norms which play a
gatekeeping role. We need information of a sufficient quality, and so the acquisition function of
testimony works as a kind of quality control. On the other hand, however, testimony also has the
function of distribution acquired knowledge around various social networks. In this capacity, it
does not play a gatekeeping role, and is thus not subject to the same type of stringent epistemic
norms as acquisition.90 According to Greco, this view makes testimony ubiquitous in our
knowledge economy, and also can be used to motivate something like an epistemic
contextualism. The idea is that a contextualist semantics is a way of modelling how it is that a
single concept like knowledge could play both functions: the truth-condition of ‘knowledge’
attributions return a fairly stringent standard in contexts where the concept is playing a
gatekeeping function, and conversely, they return a fairly lax standard in contexts where the
concept is playing the distribution function. A similar view is advocated by Brauer (2020). When
it comes to my own proposal, I want to say something slightly different. I don’t think that
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testimony motivates contextualism, but rather, a contextualist semantics is a good fit with a
Craigian proposal which makes testimony central to our epistemological enterprise. More
specifically, I see contextualism as a way of rendering the general Craigian hypothesis
compatible with the variability of our inutitions seen in the shifting data. We can understand the
variability in the truth-conditions of our ‘knowledge’ attributions as tracking the shift which
occurs when agents step outside of the general informational needs of a community, and step into
situations where they require information of a more stringent quality. Moreover, another virtue
of the combination, I think, is that taking this line provides a more principled grounding for
explaining the variability in our linguistic intuitions. That is, we can explain why certain
possibilities are relevant in certain situations, and not so in others, in terms of the general
purpose or function of ‘knowledge’ attributions. In this way, we can avoid having to fall back
(like Lewis 1996) on an otherwise sui generis set of conversational rules to explain this
variability.

Before I conclude this section, worth discussing an objection. As has been pointed out to me, the
context of attribution might be one in which no one could, or is, contemplating acting on p. For
instance, take historical ‘knowledge’ attributions. Suppose you and I are discussing English
history. I say that I ‘know’ that William defeated King Harold at Hastings in 1066 because a
historian told me this (and it’s true). I’m not planning on acting on p; it has no real practical
import for me. Here, I will say that given the lack of practical import, the truth-conditions of my
self-attribution are governed by globally relevant alternatives. These global alternatives are the
default, moderate standard upon which our ‘knowledge’ attributions trade. After all, while we
don’t want to set the bar for ‘knowledge’ too low, we also don’t want to set it too high, either.
For this would negate the putative function of ‘knowledge’ attributions altogether. What about
the slightly different case where I am evaluating whether Harold ‘knows’ that William will
invade Southern England in 1066? This case is more difficult. Presumably, the military situation
for King Harold in 1066 was of great practical importance to him. Given my historical distance
to him, however, it’s hard for me to gauge accurately exactly how important it actually was to
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him.91 My response here is that this isn’t a problem unique to interests contextualism. Historical
propositions are often difficult to evaluate, at least in the absence of well-sourced and accurate
evidence. When it comes to evaluating the practical stakes for some distant historical figure,
therefore, we may simply have to approximate. But I take it that this won’t be a problem specific
to my view.
Summing up, then, my proposal here is that we use McKenna’s interests contextualism to
understand the notion of relevance in my contextualized version of Pluralism. The idea, then, is
that the truth-conditions of testimonial ‘knowledge’ attributions depend on the context of
attribution. A listener ‘knows’ p in C iff she can rule out ‘all’ of the relevant alternatives in C.
An alternative is relevant, moreover, iff the attributor has an objective practical reason to
consider it, and irrelevant otherwise. Interests contextualism provides a neat and principled
explanation as to why alternatives are relevant; an explanation which is rooted in the Craigian
thesis regarding the function of ‘knowledge’ attributions. Given that explanatoriness is a
theoretical virtue, this generates an advantage for the view over rivalling accounts of relevance,
which either stipulate a set of otherwise unexplained meta-rules of relevance in the guise of
Lewis (1996), or suggest that engaging in such an explanatory project is not necessary for the
proponent of EC, in the guise of Ichikawa (2017a).92

3.2.4 Upshot
Let me take stock. My goal in this chapter has been to develop a contextualized version of the
Pluralist theory articulated in the first chapter. To recall, the Pluralist theory holds that a listener
L can come to know a testimonially-based proposition p in two ways:
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i)

BASIC: A listener L has basic testimonial knowledge that p if: L takes speaker S’s
word that p (makes a presumption in favour of S), and L is in an ideal case (a case
which is both objectively and subjectively good).

ii)

INF: a listener L has inferential testimonial knowledge that p iff: speaker S sincerely
asserts p, p is true, L accepts S’s utterance that p, and L believes on the basis of
evidence e (given E=K, a known proposition, or a set of known propositions), which
eliminates all relevant alternatives to p.

In this chapter, my primary concern has been to combine the Pluralist theory with a LewisIchikawa semantics for ‘knows’. What this does, essentially, is to render each route to
testimonial knowledge ‘shifty’: whether L is in a position to ‘know’ what S has asserted depends,
in part, on the context of attribution. This fusion lead me to endorse the following contextualised
version of Pluralism (where each clause is individually necessary and jointly sufficient):

i)

EC (basic testimony): a listener L has basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ of some testified
proposition p in a context of attribution C if: L believes p on the basis of a
presumption in favour of the speaker, and ‘all’ of the cases in which L believes p on
the basis of this presumption (taking S’s word) in C are p cases.

Or,
ii)

EC (non-basic testimony) A listener L has inferential testimonial ‘knowledge’ of
some attested-to proposition p in C iff: L accepts p, believes p on the basis of
evidence e, and ‘all’ of the cases in which L believes p on the basis of e in C are p
cases.

I understand an alternative to be relevant in C, along with McKenna, iff the attributor has an
objective practical reason to consider it. A couple of clarificatory points are here in order. First,
the contextualist version of Pluralism maintains the disjunctivist theory of basic testimonial
‘evidence’ endorsed by the non-contextualist version of Pluralism developed in the first chapter.
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According to the disjunctivist view, listeners in cases which are ideal – both subjectively and
objectively good – are transmitted conclusive epistemic grounds that p, and in are in a position to
exploit this fact. As we will see in the next section, endorsing this view of basic testimonial
‘evidence’ has significant implications when it comes to explaining the Bank cases and dealing
with certain forms of testimonial scepticism. Second, we must be very careful to disambiguate
the context of attribution in any particular case. This is because the alternatives relevant for a
listener’s self-attribution will not necessarily be the same as those relevant to, for instance, her
assessment as to whether to ascribe ‘knowledge’ to the speaker. Nor will they necessarily be the
same as a third party evaluating whether the listener ‘knows’ on the basis of a separate speaker’s
assertion. More will be said about this point in the next chapter, but it is important to understand
in terms of grasping the overall shape of the theory as presented.

3.3

Contextualized Pluralism as a Distinct and Interesting Form of EC

Now that I have developed the contextualized version of the pluralist theory, it is time to return
to the putative objection – call it the triviality objection – with which I began the chapter:
Here’s the objection. Given that EC is a general meta-semantic view which doesn’t force us to
adopt many first-order epistemic commitments, it of course follows that we can construct a
contextualist version of Pluralism. However, this wouldn’t be particularly interesting, insofar as
Pluralism would add nothing of substance to the resulting theory. It would just be a basis-relative
application of an existing semantic theory. The testimonial bit wouldn’t make a substantive
contribution.

My goal in this section is to demonstrate that this line of reasoning is flawed. I will do this by
using Lewis (1996) as a foil. First, (3.3.1) I will outline Lewis’s commitment in this paper to the
view that basic ‘evidence’ is sensory. Second, (3.3.2), I will construct a pair of cases which
suggest that the different conceptions of basic ‘evidence’ that Lewis and I are assuming –
sensory vs. known propositions – generate distinct implementations of contextualism. Moreover,
it will become clear that insofar as these examples are concerned, my view seems to have greater
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anti-sceptical potential. Third (3.3.3), I will discuss show that the contextualized version of
Pluralism generates a distinct contextualist explanation of the DeRose Bank Case to the
explanation generated by Lewis. If I am correct here, therefore, it is false to think that the
testimonial bit of the theory does no work.

3.3.1

Lewisian EC

As a means of displaying the distinctiveness of my Pluralist implementation of EC, it will be
useful to have a contrast. Here I will use the version of EC defended by David Lewis in his
influential 1996 paper ‘Elusive Knowledge’. In this paper, Lewis combines a semantics for
‘knows’ modelled on the semantics of quantifiers with a distinctly phenomenalist and internalist
view of basic ‘evidence’. Let me unpack this.

In terms of semantics, Lewis suggests that the truth-conditions of sentences involving the word
‘knows’ depend on the context of attribution. A subject ‘knows’ p, in context C on his view, if
she can eliminate ‘all’ of the counterpossiblities relevant in C:
LC: “S knows that p” is true in context C iff: “p holds in every possibility left uneliminated by
S’s ‘evidence’” is true in C.93

This is similar to the semantics I endorse. The main difference is that unlike Lewis, I add a
basing requirement. What is important here, however, is to note that Lewis combines this
semantics with a particular view of ‘evidence’. Here is Lewis’s characterization of basic
‘evidence’:
[T]he uneliminated possibilities are those in which the subject’s entire perceptual experience
and memory are just like they actually are … [A] possibility W is uneliminated iff the
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Lewis (1996), pg. 567. Taken from Ichikawa (2017a), pg. 19.
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subject’s perceptual experience and memory in W exactly match his perceptual experience
and memory in actuality …94
For Lewis, our basic ‘evidence’ is sensory: it consists of our occurrent, first-personally
accessible stock of sensations. As such, he commits to an internalist view of basic ‘evidence’ and
basic knowledge. Following some remarks made by Ichikawa (2017a), the best way to see this is
to understand that on Lewis’s view of ‘evidence’, we can raise no serious questions about a
subject’s access to her sensory experiences, in the way we can ask about her access to external
facts.95 Suppose Mary is at a bus stop, and she sees her friend Julie walking a cross-walk the next
street down. Does Mary ‘know’ that Julie is walking the cross-walk? For Lewis, whether this is
so depends on whether there are relevant possibilities consistent with her seeing Julie or having
an experience as of seeing Julie in which Julie isn’t there. Our sensations are not an infallible
guide to the external world. But notice that on the Lewisian picture, this is not so for Mary’s
sensations: no matter what the context of attribution, Mary’s sensory ‘evidence’ eliminates any
possibility in which she fails to have that sensory experience: the proposition “Mary knows she
has an experience of Julie” automatically eliminates any counterpossiblities. And this because
Lewis has defined elimination in terms of experiences matching external facts: in the case of
propositions about experience, fact matching is automatic, because the fact is just the experience
itself. So, one has ineffable access to one’s sensory states for Lewis.96 What is important to note
here, however, is that subscription to this view of ‘evidence’ is not mandatory; indeed, (as will
become clearer below) I endorse a distinct, externalist view of basic ‘evidence’.

3.3.2

Basic Testimonial ‘Evidence’: Highlighting the Distinction

According to the Pluralist theory I’ve been developing, basic testimonial ‘evidence’ is
understood along the lines of basic perceptual ‘evidence’ on the epistemological disjunctivist
account. If one is in a good case – an ideal case, one has entailing ‘evidence’ that p. One upshot
of this is that if a listener forms a basic belief in an ideal situation, then she is put in contact with
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Here I am relying on Ichikawa’s gloss of Lewis from pg. 91 of his (2017a).
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‘evidence’ that will eliminate any possibility whatsoever in which she fails to have this
‘evidence’, even those that are perceptually indistinguishable. As I will suggest in this section,
the disjunctivist element of Pluralism means that it departs from Lewisian contextualism in
important ways.

Perhaps the easiest way to see the aforementioned departure is through examples. Consider the
following:

YESTERDAYS LUNCH. Alasdair and Molly are having a casual discussion at the water
cooler of their office. The topic drifts towards food. Alasdair says – truly and sincerely – that
he had a burger for lunch yesterday. Molly takes him at his word.
Note first that my view and Lewis’s view are committed to distinct understandings regarding
what ‘evidence’ Molly has upon uptake of Alasdair’s utterance. For Lewis, basic ‘evidence’
consists of propositions about experience. So, Molly’s basic ‘evidence’ in YESTERDAYS
LUNCH will be a proposition something to the effect of ‘I heard Alasdair say he had a burger
yesterday’. On my view, this is not what Molly’s basic ‘evidence’ consists of. On my view, basic
testimonial ‘evidence’ – at least in ideal cases – consists of environmental facts. Assuming that
Molly is in such an ideal case, this means that her ‘evidence’ consists of the fact that Alasdair
has a burger yesterday for lunch:
Molly’s Lewisian ‘evidence’ E: the experience of Alasdair saying he had a burger yesterday.
Molly’s Pluralist ‘evidence’ E*: the fact that Alasdair had a burger for lunch yesterday.

Stipulating that Molly and Alasdair are having a perfectly normal, mundane conversational
context where neither is in an unusually pressing practical situation, it looks like both the
Lewisian and the proponent of Contextualized Pluralism will be able to deliver the intuitive
verdict that if Molly was to self-ascribe ‘knowledge’ of what Alasdair had for lunch yesterday,
she would say something true. For the Lewisian, every E case is a case in which Alasdair has a
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burger yesterday, because E entails the falsity of all of the counterpossiblities relevant in this
mundane context.97 The proponent of Pluralism can say something similar here. The fact that
Alasdair had a burger entails the falsity of the globally relevant counterpossiblities here.
Regarding this case, therefore, Lewis and I are united. However, consider now a different case:

SCEPTICAL LUNCH. Alasdair and Molly are discussing Descartes over lunchtime. Molly
has an important exam on scepticism which she must pass in order to pass her night class in
philosophy. As a means of reviewing the main elements of Cartesian scepticism, Molly asks
Alasdair to tell her something he takes himself to know. His reply – which is both true and
sincere – is that he had a burger for lunch yesterday.
In SCEPTICAL LUNCH, Molly’s ‘evidence’ is, for both the Lewisian and myself, the same as it
was in YESTERDAYS LUNCH. For the Lewisian it is E, the auditory experience as of
Alasdair’s say-so. On my view it is E*, the fact that Alasdair had a burger for lunch yesterday.
Unlike the former case, however, I argue that my own view gives the opposite verdict to the
Lewisian here. Stipulating that this is a context in which the evil demon possibility is objectively
relevant, the Lewisian is committed to holding that Molly would say something false if she selfascribed ‘knowledge’ of what Alasdair had for lunch yesterday. This is because E doesn’t rule
out the demon possibility; it doesn’t, that is, entail the falsity of the salient possibility that
Alasdair was deceived by a demon into thinking that he ate a burger, when in fact he did no such
thing. In contrast, my view is committed to holding that Molly would say something true if she
self-ascribed ‘knowledge’ in SCEPTICAL LUNCH. And this despite the fact that she does in
fact have an objective practical reason to consider the demon possibility. 98 This is because E* the fact that Alasdair had a burger yesterday – entails the falsity of her being deceived. E*, in
addition to ruling out mundane counterpossiblities, also rules out distant counterpossiblities like
the demon possibility. Indeed, as a fact, it rules out any counterpossibility whatsoever. Thus, we
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Because this is a mundane context, I take it that the only counterpossiblities which are relevant are those which
conflict with Alasdair’s say-so, like ‘Alasdair said he had a hot dog.’, ‘Alasdair said he had a burrito’, etc.
98
I take it that Molly has an objective practical reason to consider the demon possibility because considering
answers to radical scepticism is required for her to pass the important upcoming exam.
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have a case in which the two views decisively pull against one another. I take it that this
establishes their distinctiveness.

One consequence of this, already indicated in discussing SCEPTICAL LUNCH, is that if a
listener self-ascribes basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ that p in an ideal case, then she will be in a
position to ‘know’ p whatever counterpossiblities are relevant in her context. This is because
basic ‘‘evidence’’, on the Pluralist view, consists of world-involving facts. If a proposition is a
world-involving fact, however, then it will eliminate ‘all’ counterpossiblities, come what may.
Put differently, if a listener takes the word of a speaker in an ideal case, then her ‘evidence’ will
always make her self-attribution of ‘knowledge’ true. This is because she has acquired basic
‘evidence’ which is conclusive come what may (though this doesn’t entail that she will ‘know’ p
relative to some distinct, third-party context of attribution. See section 2.3.1). Note, however,
that this is not true of inferential testimonial ‘knowledge’. A listener who, in the absence of
defeaters, believes some true and sincerely asserted proposition p on the basis of some further
testimonial proposition q will not automatically be in a position to ‘know’ p. This is because she
may occupy a context where a case in which q obtains but p doesn’t is relevant. In such a
context, q fails to be conclusive for p, and so here a listener self-attribution would be false.
Consider the following case:
RENT: Louis need to go to the bank. It’s Saturday afternoon, and the ques at the bank are
huge. Not wanting to stay in line, he calls his friend Steve, who truly and sincerely asserts that
the bank is open on Sundays. Louis believes what Steve on basis that his testimony conforms
to what his other friend Mary said. Mary recently told him, truly and sincerely, that she was at
the bank on a Sunday a couple of months ago. However, it’s very important that Louis cash
his rent cheque before Monday, as it is the end of the month, and late payment could cause
eviction.
On my gloss, Louis would say something false here if he self-ascribed inferential ‘knowledge’
that the bank will be open on the basis of what Mary has said. Although the bank is open
Sunday, and Mary spoke truly and sincerely, this fact is not conclusive for Louis in his context of
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self-attribution. For given the great importance that he gets the cheque cashed, the possibility that
the bank has changed its hours recently is salient. However, his ‘evidence’ – Mary’s testimony –
doesn’t entail the falsity of this possibility. So, in this context, he doesn’t ‘know’. And this
despite that he acquired a fact in good subjective conditions.

If I am correct in what I said in this section, there is a substantive difference between Lewisian
contextualism and my own Pluralist brand. Lewisian contextualism, due to its reliance on a
phenomenalist view of basic ‘evidence’, seems to have less anti-sceptical potential than my
version of contextualist, which takes factive, world involving states to be basic.

3.3.3

The Bank Cases: Contrasting Explanations

As we have seen, the defender of EC suggests a way of explaining the shifting data elicited by
the Bank cases which takes it on its face. She argues that Keith’s self-attribution of ‘knowledge’
in Low is intuitively true because his ‘evidence’ – what Bob has told him – can rule out all of the
relevant counterpossiblities in this mundane context. By contrast, she argues that his self-denial
of ‘knowledge’ in HIGH is also true because relative to this high-stakes context, his ‘evidence’
isn’t good enough to rule out all of the relevant counterpossibility. It is thus, at least on the face
of it, at a distinct dialectical advantage over invariantist theories of testimony when it comes to
these cases, insofar as the latter will be committed to a revisionist solution through rejecting one
of the intuitions. So far so good. A complete contextualist explanation, however, will have to
answer two further questions. First, by what mechanism are the counterpossiblities shifting the
truth-conditions of Keith’s belief that p? Second, what’s his ‘evidence’ here, and how does it
eliminate counterpossiblities?

As I understand it, Contextualized Pluralism and Lewisian contextualism differ with regards to
how they answer both of these questions. Turn to the first question. The Lewisian understands
relevance in terms of conversational salience. Thus, the domain of relevant alternatives shifts
because of Sarah’s interjection. In contrast, Contextualized Pluralism is a form of McKenna-style
interests contextualism. Thus, it has a different explanation of the shift in relevance between the
two cases. In LOW, Keith doesn’t have an objective practical reason to consider the
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counterpossibility that banks change their hours, as it’s not default relevant, nor is he in a
pressing practical circumstance. In HIGH, by contrast, Keith is in a pressing practical situation,
so he therefore does have an objective practical reason to consider the possibility that the bank
has changed hours.
Turning to the second question – what’s Keith’s’ evidence, and how does it eliminate
counterpossiblities – here we get a difference which is due to specifically testimonial
considerations (and is therefore especially interesting for my purposes). Keith believes that the
bank will be open on the basis of Bob’s assertion that it was open two weeks ago on a Saturday.
His belief is therefore an example of what I’ve called testimony by inference. For the Lewisian,
basic ‘evidence’ consists of mental states, and ‘ruling out’ is a matter of a possibility being
inconsistent with a mental state M. Thus, for the Lewisian, it’s true that Keith ‘knows’ in LOW
because ‘every’ case in which he believes that the bank is open on the basis of his basic
testimonial ‘evidence’ – the mental state triggered by Bob’s utterance – is a case in which the
bank is open on Saturday. His ‘evidence’ eliminates every not-p possibility. By contrast, he
doesn’t ‘know’ in HIGH because there is a case in which he believes that the bank will be open
on this basis, yet it isn’t open. With Pluralism, we get a different explanation here, due to the fact
that the latter operates with a distinct theory of basic ‘evidence’. On my picture, Keith ‘knows’ in
LOW because his ‘evidence’ – the fact that Bob was at the bank two weeks ago on a Saturday,
eliminates ‘every’ possibility in which the bank is closed. In HIGH, however, the increased
stakes mean that there is an objectively relevant counterpossibility which his ‘evidence’ doesn’t
eliminate. So, we get the verdict that he doesn’t ‘know’ that it will be open. That Contextualized
Pluralism relies on a distinct explanatory mechanism here is interesting, because it strongly
suggests that the theory deserves to be treated as a rival to extant forms of EC found in the
literature, at least when it comes to those cases that are testimonial in form.

3.3.4

Upshot

If what I have said in this section is on the mark, then there is reason to doubt whether the
triviality objection has any traction. The unique theory of basic testimonial ‘evidence’ that
Contextualized Pluralism assumes has implications for the view. It generates a theory which has
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greater anti-sceptical potential than Lewisian contextualism. It also generates a distinct
explanation of Bank-style cases.

3.4

Prijic-Samarzija 2007

Before I conclude this chapter, I want to discuss and briefly critique what I take to be the only
other attempt in the literature to apply epistemic contextualism to testimony. That is Snjezana
Prijic-Samarzija’s 2007 paper ‘Trust and Contextualism’.

As the name of the paper suggests, Prijic-Samarzija’s contextualism regards trust. The author
operates with a very broad view of trust; she defines it as simply the ‘doxastic attitude of
acceptance of other people’s testimony…’99 Supposing that the aim of trust is to form true
beliefs in what is said, moreover, our trust can be the object of epistemic evaluation. Here, PrijicSamarzija adopts evidentialism: trust in a speaker is epistemically responsible – justified – iff it
fits the listener’s ‘evidence’.100 Call this trust evidentialism. Prijic-Samarzija then suggests that
our intuitions about the kind of ‘evidence’ required to trust a speaker are bifurcated. In many
situations, it looks like the listener would be responsible in trusting a speaker on the basis of very
minimal ‘evidence’, such as that she has no reason not to trust the speaker. This is what the nonreductionist call attention to. However, on the other hand, there are situations in which it looks
like the listener would need very strong ‘evidence’ in order to be deemed responsible in
accepting what a speaker says.

How do we capture our bifurcated intuitions about trust? The author suggests we do this by
fusing this evidentialist view of trust with a contextualist semantics. Unfortunately, PrijicSamarzija is not nearly as clear as I would like with regards to the details of her theory. 101 So,
what I will do here is reconstruct what I take to be her position, given what she says in the
following:
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The paper doesn’t disambiguate between use and mention. The author also sometimes discusses testimonial
‘knowledge’, while at other times making it clear that her view is one about ‘epistemic responsibility’. As such, I
have tried to be charitable, and reconstruct what I take to be the most plausible interpretation of what she has said.
100
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When an informant makes an assertion to a listener, the listener assesses whether a particular
speaker asserts what she believes is true, and whether the speaker knows that what she asserts
is true … for each conversational context of testimony, there is an evidential standard for how
strong the listener’s epistemic position must be, with respect to utterance p, in order for her to
say that he is epistemically responsible in accepting this testimony. In other words, for each
context of testimony, there is a standard for how strong the listeners ‘evidence’ has to be in
order to justify the listener trusting in p.102

I take the author to here be sketching out the fundaments of a type of epistemic contextualism
about accepting the word of a speaker. Though Prijic-Samarzija doesn’t put it in these terms, the
idea seems that for any speaker’s S assertion p, whether a listener would be epistemically
responsible in accepting p – trusting S – depends on the context of attribution. That is, she seems
to be arguing that ‘trust’ is a context-sensitive word: what it takes for it to be true that a listener
satisfies ‘trust’ depends on what counterpossiblities are salient in the context of attribution. In
some contexts, the speaker will need very little ‘evidence’; perhaps just the absence of any
reason to disbelieve the speaker. In other contexts, however, much more ‘evidence’ will be
required; perhaps background beliefs about the reliability of this particular speaker. It depends on
what it salient. I will call her view TC:
TC: For any speaker S, asserted proposition p and listener L in context of attribution C, L’s
belief that p in C is ‘epistemically responsible’ iff relative to C, L’s ‘evidence’ for p appears,
to the attributor, to eliminate ‘all’ relevant alternatives to p in C.
A few things are noteworthy here. First, I say that an attribution of ‘epistemic responsibility’
requires that it appear to the attributor that L’s ‘evidence’ eliminate ‘all’ counterpossiblities
because TC is not a contextualism about ‘knowledge’ attributions, but rather is a contextualism
about a certain type of epistemic justification. So, it’s not a view about whether the subject’s

102

Prijic-Samarzija (2007), pp. 135-136.
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‘evidence’ does in fact eliminate those counterpossiblities, but instead whether it first-personally
appears to, relative to the ken of the attributor. If we take the attributor to be the listener, then she
will be ‘epistemically responsible’ iff it appears to her that her ‘evidence’ for accepting what the
speaker says appears, from her first-personal position, to eliminate ‘all’ counterpossiblities.
Second, as a theory about possession of a certain kind of ‘evidence’ – first-personal appearances
– ‘epistemic responsibility’ on this view, is non-factive. Whether or not a subject is
‘epistemically responsible’ on this view, doesn’t depend on whether her ‘evidence’ in fact rules
out counterpossiblities. It only requires that it appears so. It therefore endorses an internalist and
evidential conception of epistemic responsibility.
In my view, a major problem with Prijic-Samarzija’s theory is her broad view of trust as the
‘doxastic attitude of acceptance of other people’s testimony’. I argue that this view is entirely too
broad to be plausible, insofar as it is committed to holding that any doxastic attitude of
acceptance towards testimony amounts to trust, even though many such attitudes lack a property
taken to be a constituent element of a plausible theory of trust. Let me explain. A central
desideratum for a theory of trust is epistemic dependence or reliance. As McCraw (2015) puts it:

Philosophers overwhelmingly associate trust with reliance or dependence. Anscombe (1979)
says that “believing x that p involves relying on x for it that p,” where I take “believing S that
p” to be roughly equivalent to “trusting in S that p.” Baier (1995a, 1995c) explicitly links trust
and reliance, even though the former includes more than the latter. And Zagzebski (1996)
echoes Baier, commenting that trust essentially involves reliance. Also, in a well-known work
about trust in the scientific community, Hardwig (1991) builds his case for trust upon how
scientists display pervasive reliance upon their peers for a significant portion of their work …
it should be clear [from these highlights] that reliance is a key feature of philosophical
discussion about trust.103
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As is widely endorsed in the literature, epistemic dependence is a central feature of trust. The
idea is as follows. If I trust a speaker that p, then I take the speaker at her word, in the sense that I
presumptively accept what she says without recruiting ‘evidence’ for p. So, if I am to know p, I
will do so only by virtue of the properties she has for p. I am therefore depending or relying on
the speaker, when I trust, in the sense that I am relying on them possessing the properties for p
they purport to have in asserting p.104 Prijic-Samarzija’s Broad view is, by definition, committed
to holding that any case of ‘epistemically responsible’ belief in what a speaker says counts as
‘trust’. For it is her view, as I understand it, that ‘trust’ and ‘epistemic responsibility’ run
together. This means, however, that a case where a listener is ‘epistemically responsible’ in
believing p because her belief that p is based upon inferential ‘evidence’ e which rules out ‘all’
of the counterpossiblities in C counts as a case of ‘trust’. But such a case, where the listener is
‘epistemically responsible’ in belief that p because p is based on some additional ‘evidence’ e, is
not plausibly a case of ‘trust’. This is because relying on inferential ‘evidence’ entails that one is
not engaging in epistemic dependence: if I believe p on the basis of my own ‘evidence’, then I do
not make a presumption in your favour. Instead, I recruit ‘evidence’ to support what you have
said. So, the broad view of ‘trust’ is committed to holding that cases of relying on inferential
‘evidence’, despite failing to meet a central desideratum of a theory of trust – epistemic
dependence – count as cases of ‘trust’. This suggests, I submit, that the theory is not a plausible
candidate for a theory of ‘trust’, on account of being too broad. Note that I am not saying that
beliefs formed on the basis of proprietary ‘evidence’ fail to be testimonial, nor am I saying that
they cannot count as ‘epistemically responsible’ in the relevant sense. All I am saying here is that
running ‘trust’ along with ‘epistemic responsibility’ won’t work, because it generates an
implausibly broad account of ‘trust’. Given, however, that Prijic-Samarzija is attempting to cash
out a contextualist theory of the latter, I take this to be a significant problem for the view.
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We can find evidence for this in ordinary language. Taking the lead from Goldberg (2015), pp. 7-8. If you assert
that p, and I take S at her word, then if I am asked by another person what reason I have to accept p, I am entitled to
cite ‘that S said p’ as a reason. Goldberg calls this ‘buck-passing’: in asserting p, I am authorizing that you defer
challenges to the truth of p to me. Buck-passing lends support to epistemic dependence, in the sense that If I can cite
a speaker as a reason for p, then I take S to possess further reasons to accept p that I don’t possess.
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3.5

Conclusion

Let’s recall the big picture. I started this chapter by suggesting that a central motivation for
epistemic contextualism about ‘knowledge’ attributions is provided by the simple and attractive
solution it provides to the puzzle generated by DeRose’s bank cases. I also argued that modified
versions of the Bank cases – which trade on testimonial evidence - motivate an epistemic
contextualism about specifically testimonial ‘knowledge’ attributions. Despite this, however, I
suggested that one might not think that focus on the testimonial nature of the modified cases is
particularly interesting. For one might reason in the following manner “of course a contextualist
theory of testimonial ‘knowledge’ can be constructed. But this isn’t interesting, given that the
former is a meta-semantic view with few, if any, first-order commitments.” In the second section
of this chapter, I refuted this objection in two phases. In the first phase (section 2), I constructed
a contextualist version of the Pluralist theory articulated in the previous chapter. In the second
(section 3), I gave arguments as to why the resulting theory is interesting and substantive, contra
the objection at issue. The first is that the theory has distinct anti-sceptical consequences. The
second argument is that contextualized Pluralism generates a unique explanation of the DeRose
bank cases. On the strength of these arguments, I concluded that the triviality objection is false.
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Chapter 4: The Epistemology of Testimony: New Solutions to Old Puzzles

4.1

Introduction

Let me review the project up to this point. In the first chapter, I developed and defended a new
theory of testimonial knowledge – the Pluralist theory. The essence of this view is that there are
two distinct routes by which a listener can come to know a proposition p by way of testimony.
The first is by forming a basic belief that p. The second is by inferring p from another known
proposition. In the next chapter, I combined Pluralism with a version of epistemic contextualism
which, following McKenna (2013) I call interests contextualism. The resulting theory –
Contextualized Pluralism – holds that whether a listener counts as ‘knowing’ some testimonial
proposition p depends partly on the practical interests of the attributor.

In terms of motivating the project, I suggested that we can construct a testimonial analogue of
DeRose’s Bank Cases, and that, as a result, epistemologists of testimony face the same prima
facie choice point as those working outside of testimony when it comes to modelling the data
that the cases generate. In the second chapter, I argued that one of the benefits of Contextualized
Pluralism is that it can provide a neat and plausible explanation of the relevant data, and does so
in a distinct manner from other contextualist views in the literature. In this chapter, my goal is to
augment the plausibility of Contextualized Pluralism by suggesting that it can generate new
solutions to old puzzles in the epistemology of testimony literature. First, (4.2), I will suggest
that when it comes to basic ‘knowledge’, Contextualized Pluralism can be understood as
endorsing a form of testimonial transmission, and moreover, that unlike a common
understanding of transmission found in the literature, it is immune to a series of putative
counterexamples. Second (4.3), I will turn to testimonial scepticism. As has been noted by
Faulkner (2006), we can construct testimonial analogues of sceptical paradoxes. After
introducing and discussing one such testimonial paradox, I will suggest that Contextualized
Pluralism can provide a solution to the paradox which is more dialectically satisfying than those
proposed by either reductionist or non-reductionist theories of testimonial knowledge.
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4.2

Lost in Transmission? Contextualized Pluralism and Testimonial Transmission

If one is attracted to the non-reductionist thesis (as I am) that listeners come to know things by
forming basic beliefs in what they are told (viz. by taking speakers at their word), then one needs
to provide a plausible explanation of how this can occur. A common explanation in the literature
is testimonial transmission. At its core, we can specify transmission as the following thesis:

TRANSMISSION: If a listener L takes the word of a speaker S that p, and if L has no
defeaters to p, then L’s belief that p is based on whatever truth-conducive epistemic properties
support p for the speaker.
It’s important to note the following. When I say truth-conducive properties that the speaker has
for p, I mean properties which, if the speaker formed a belief in p, would put p in a position to
know p (at least in the absence of defeaters). Again, if S saw p, then p, for S, has the property of
being a world-involving fact, a fact which, if believed, would put S in a position to know it (it
would eliminate any relevant alternatives). Typically, a case of transmission will involve a case
where a speaker knows p, and thus has p as evidence. The reason I want to specify transmission
in terms of the transmission of epistemic properties, rather than evidence, is to accommodate
cases in the literature (which I will discuss below) where intuitively, a speaker transmits
epistemic properties for p to a listener which, despite the fact that the speaker doesn’t know p or
possess it as evidence, allow the listener to come to ‘know’ what is said on the basis of taking the
speaker at her word. Call epistemic properties for p such that if the listener would believe p, she
would ‘know’ it knowledge-level epistemic properties.

As indicated above, the main purpose of transmission is to provide a model as to how listeners
can come to know things simply in virtue of accepting what they are told by speakers. That is, I
take transmission to be the epistemic mechanism by which making a presumption in favour of a
speaker can lead to knowledge. Given this presumption, any epistemic status her belief thereby
acquires is by virtue of an external relation between the proposition believed and whatever
epistemic properties the speaker has for this proposition. For what it is to make such a
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presumption is simply to epistemically defer to the speaker (assume that his assertion has the
epistemic status it is purported to have).105

Understood in this way, TRANSMISSION is neutral with regards to what epistemic status the
speaker must have to p in order to transmit knowledge to the listener. One very common (and
admittedly natural) way to interpret it is as a thesis about testimonial knowledge. According to
this variant, Knowledge Transmission (cf. Audi 1997, Graham 1999, McDowell 1994, Moran
2005, Owens 2006, Strawson 1994, Welbourne 1986), listeners who take the word of a speaker
can come to know p by transmission only if the speaker herself has a belief that p that amounts to
knowledge that p:

KNOWLEDGE TRANSMISSION: For any testified-to proposition p, speaker S and listener
L, L comes to know p by taking S’s word only if S knows p.

Knowledge transmission is an intuitive view, and it has the virtue of making manifest the
prominent role testimony plays in spreading propositional knowledge around. For how, one
might think, could one know something said by a speaker on the basis of the speaker’s evidence
if the speaker herself doesn’t know? Despite its intuitive pull, it is vulnerable to
counterexamples. Consider the following case, originally due to Lackey (1999, 2008):

CREATIONIST TEACHER: Stella is a devoutly Christian fourth-grade teacher, and her
religious beliefs are grounded in a deep faith that she has had since she was a very young
child. Part of this faith includes a belief in the truth of creationism and, accordingly, a belief
in the falsity of evolutionary theory. Despite this, she fully recognizes that there is an
overwhelming amount of scientific evidence against both of these beliefs. Indeed, she readily
admits that she is not basing her own commitment to creationism on evidence at all but,
rather, on the personal faith that she has in an all-powerful Creator. Because of this, Stella

I’m here assuming that presumption involves assuming that a speaker is conforming to the epistemic norm
governing assertion, and that this generates an entitlement for the listener to believe p. See footnote 15 for more.
105
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does not think that religion is something that she should impose on those around her, and this
is especially true with respect to her fourth-grade students. Instead, she regards her duty as a
teacher to involve presenting material that is best supported by the available evidence, which
clearly includes the truth of evolutionary theory. As a result, after consulting reliable sources
in the library and developing reliable lecture notes, Stella asserts to her students, ‘‘Modernday Homo sapiens evolved from Homo erectus,’’ while presenting her biology lesson today.
Though Stella herself neither believes nor knows this proposition, she never shares her own
personal faith-based views with her students, and so they form the corresponding true belief
solely on the basis of her reliable testimony.106
On the canonical reading of the case, the students take Stella’s word, and come to know various
propositions about evolutionary theory, despite the fact that Stella doesn’t know them (because
she fails to believe them). If this reading is correct, however, knowledge transmission is in
trouble, because it holds that speaker knowledge is a necessary condition for transmission to
occur.

Despite the problems that cases like CREATIONIST TEACHER pose for knowledge
transmission, I argue that we are not obligated to understand TRANSMISSION in this particular
way. My goal in this section is twofold. First, I will show that Pluralism can be understood as a
distinct – contextualist – implementation of TRANSMISSION. Second, I will argue that it can
provide a neat solution to some outstanding problem cases for knowledge transmission found in
the literature, CREATIONIST TEACHER included. I will conclude that this feature is another
virtue of my view, and one which should make it attractive to non-reductionists.

4.2.1

Contextualized Pluralism as a Form of Transmission

To review, on the Contextualized Pluralist view, one gains basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ of
some proposition p by taking the word of a speaker that p in the following way:
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Lackey (2008), pg. 48.
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EC(basic testimony): a listener L has basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ of some testified
proposition p in a context of attribution C iff: L believes p on the basis of a presumption in
favour of the speaker, and ‘all’ of the cases in which L believes p on the basis of this
presumption (taking S’s word) in C are p cases.
One important upshot of EC(basic testimony) is that basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ can be
understood as a form of testimonial ‘knowledge’ by transmission in accordance with
TRANSMISSION. To see this, recall the latter principle:

TRANSMISSION: If a listener L takes the word of a speaker S that p, and if L possesses no
defeaters to p, then L’s belief that p is based on whatever truth-conducive epistemic properties
support p for the speaker.

As I alluded to in the second chapter, EC(basic testimony) qualifies as a transmission view
because of the way it understands basic testimonial belief. To form a basic testimonial belief is to
take the word of a speaker – to accept what is said on the basis of a presumption in favour of the
speaker. It is to form a belief in what is said without adducing first-personal evidence – epistemic
support – to accept it. Thus, given that, by hypothesis, basic testimonial belief that p is belief that
is accepted by the listener in the absence of epistemic support, then if this belief has epistemic
support at all, then it must be supported by truth-conducive properties possessed by the speaker
(or at least some antecedent speaker in the testimonial chain). That is, it must be based on the
speaker’s truth-conducive epistemic properties for p. But notice that this comports with
TRANSMISSION: the latter is a claim about the basis of a basic testimonial belief, a claim
which is incorporated into EC(basic testimony) by virtue of the latter’s endorsement of
presumptive reason account of basic testimonial belief.

What is important to understand here is that transmission is not equivalent to the factivity
requirement on ‘knowledge’. Reductionists who reject transmission will presumably accept the
factivity of knowledge. Rather, what I take to be unique to transmission, as indicated above, is a
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particular type of epistemic relationship which obtains between a speaker S, a listener L, a
proposition p, and some epistemic properties supporting p. When transmission occurs, L (in the
absence of defeaters) takes the word of S – makes a presumption in her favour, and S possesses
epistemic properties for p sufficient to put L in a position to ‘know’. Reductionists, presumably,
will reject the notion that this kind of presumption can generate ‘knowledge’ in this way.
Testimonial ‘knowledge’, on their picture, requires that the listener first-personally possess
evidence which eliminates ‘all’ counterpossiblities. It is (more or less) a form of evidential
internalism107.
Given what I’ve said here, I contend that we can understand EC(basic testimony) as a
contextualist implementation of TRANSMISSION. In any context C, if a listener ‘knows’ p in C,
then she ‘knows’ by virtue of forming a belief which is supported by knowledge-level epistemic
properties possessed by the speaker. The epistemic standing of her subsequent belief, therefore,
relies on the speaker in an important way (though this is to be made more precise below). My
proposal is the following:

PLURALIST TRANSMISSION: if a listener L, who takes the word of a speaker S that p in a
context C, comes to ‘know’ p in C, then L ‘knows’ p by virtue of her belief that p being based
on ‘knowledge’-level epistemic properties the speaker has for p.

Essentially what this does is it relativizes transmission to conversational context. Whether or not
a listener is in a position to ‘know’ p by relying on a speaker depends on the context of
attribution.

4.2.2

Testimonial ‘Knowledge’ Without Speaker ‘Knowledge’

With the new version of testimonial transmission on the table, let us now return to
CREATIONIST TEACHER. I will argue that the case isn’t a problem for my Contextualized
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I say more or less because first-personal accessibility is, at best, a necessary but not a sufficient condition for
epistemic internalize about justification.
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Pluralist view, and therefore by extension isn’t a problem for the theory of transmission that it
supports. It is my contention, as we will see, that Contextualized Pluralism can easily
accommodate this intuition.

Suppose then, that we, as readers, are assessing as to whether the students would say something
true if they self-ascribed ‘knowledge’ of the proposition ‘homo sapiens evolved from homo
erectus’ on the basis of taking Stella’s word for it (forming a basic belief in what she says). This
requires that we identify a conversational context of evaluation, as this context will determine the
set of counterpossiblities returned as part of the meaning of ‘knows’. Given that we are assessing
whether the students would ‘know’ by means of self-attribution, the most natural context of
attribution, therefore, would be the science lesson of which the students are partaking. Note that
this is a context in which, by the lights of Lackey’s description, is perfectly normal. The students
possess no reasons, nor seemingly should possess any reasons, for questioning Stella. Nor is
there anything in particular at stake for them in the truth of this evolutionary proposition. So, the
question is, would the students say something true if they self-ascribed ‘knowledge’ in the
context of this lesson? Supposing that it’s a fair reading of Lackey’s case to hold that nothing in
particular is at stake for the students regarding the relevant proposition, the answer is, according
to Contextualised Pluralism, “yes”. This is because the students, by taking Stella at her word, are
transmitted a world-involving fact – that eliminates ‘all’ counterpossiblities in this mundane
context of attribution. This is because the proposition asserted by Stella is, by hypothesis, both a
fact and reliably formed. The proposition asserted by Stella, on my understanding of
transmission, carries with it knowledge-level epistemic support. Thus, when the students believe
the relevant proposition, they believe it on the basis of conclusive evidence – the fact about
evolution – (they are in an objectively good situation) and do so in a situation where there are no
defeaters lurking about (they are in a subjectively good situation). They thus occupy what I’ve
called an idea situation, and thus come to ‘know’ what Stella says by means of transmission (as I
have specified it).
I have suggested that according to Contextualized Pluralism, the students attain ‘knowledge’ by
transmission – basic testimonial ‘knowledge’ that p – in CREATIONIST TEACHER. This is
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because the students take Stella at her word, and as a result, the epistemic standing of their
subsequent beliefs that p depend on the epistemic standing p has for Stella. And while Stella
doesn’t herself ‘know’ p – indeed, given E=K, she therefore doesn’t even have evidence that p –
notice that this doesn’t matter according to Pluralist Transmission. All that matters is that the
speaker possess sufficient epistemic standing for some proposition p such that, were the
speaker’s audience to believe p on the basis of the speaker’s word (in good conditions) the
audience would be placed in a position to ‘know’ p. This condition is satisfied in the relevant
case. Relative to the context of the science lesson, there is no reason to think that the students are
in a position such that they have, or should have, reasons to doubt Stella. Consequently, that they
make a presumption in favour of Stella seems warranted here. Moreover, given that Stella does
in fact possess knowledge-level epistemic support for what she says, Pluralist Transmission
holds that these epistemic properties provide the epistemic basis upon which the beliefs formed
by the students are grounded. So, given that they are in a mundane context, they possess no
defeaters, and are transmitted excellent (conclusive) epistemic support, it looks like they will be
in a position to ‘know’ what they are told. The kinds of alternatives that will be relevant in their
context will be the kind of alternatives that the epistemic supported carried by Stella’s assertion
will be able to eliminate.
Before moving on, two things need to be addressed. First, one might here wonder why Stella’s
lack of belief in the relevant proposition doesn’t constitute a defeater to the student’s belief.
After all, one might reason, if one took a speaker at her word, and then learned that the speaker
didn’t believe the proposition, one might think that this undermines the epistemic status the
belief previously was thought to have. The idea is that if the students learned that Stella doesn’t
believe the propositions about evolution, they might take this to suggest that there is something
epistemically defective about the beliefs they formed by accepting what she said on this matter.
In response, consider that a defeater is the type of thing which is supposed to undermine rational
belief in a proposition. The reason why Stella doesn’t believe the relevant propositions, however,
isn’t related to the epistemic status of these propositions. In fact, she has excellent epistemic
support for these propositions – knowledge-level epistemic support. Suppose the students come
to learn that what Stella told them is supported by excellent evidence, but she doesn’t believe the
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propositions she said because of her Christian faith (which is based on non-evidential
considerations). In this case, it doesn’t seem that it would be warranted for the students to think
that their beliefs formed on her word were epistemically defective. So, in short, my response to
this objection is to claim that because it isn’t related to the epistemic status of the propositions
she transmits, Stella’s lack of belief isn’t the type of thing which can stand as a defeater for the
beliefs the students form on her word. The thought here is that there is a defeater that Stella
possesses (she doesn’t believe it), but her defeater is defeated – she has excellent epistemic
grounds for what she says.
Second, one might worry that ‘knowledge’ is impossible in this case because Stella isn’t sincere.
She doesn’t believe the relevant proposition. Notice, however, that my account of sincerity
doesn’t require belief. To recall, my theory of sincerity is the following:
(SinG): One is sincere in asserting p iff one’s assertion is based on what one considers to be
good epistemic grounds for p.108

SinG only requires that one assert a proposition because she takes herself to have good grounds
for it. Stella meets this requirement. She studies at the library from reliable books before her
lesson, and it is on these grounds which she makes her assertion.109
I take the upshot of all of this to be the following. While Lackey’s CREATIONIST TEACHER
case is a counterexample to KNOWLEDGE TRANSMISSION, it isn’t a counterexample to
PLURALIST TRANSMISSION. Rather, Pluralism can accommodate Lackey’s intuitions. Thus,
while her example is perhaps fatal to the knowledge transmission principle assumed by various
proponents of non-reductionism, it is not fatal to Pluralist Transmission. I take this as an
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Note that I say that sincerity is if one takes oneself to have good grounds for p, rather than actually having good
grounds. This is to capture the intuition that speakers who, for whatever bad epistemic luck, have good grounds that
turn out to be false. Just like one can be justified if one unknowingly possesses false evidence, I want to say that one
can be sincere if one unknowingly possesses false evidence.
109
My account of sincerity is found in section 2.3.3.5 of the first chapter.
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advantage of Pluralism over its non-reductionist competitors which subscribe to the knowledge
transmission principle.

4.2.3

‘Knowledge’ That P Where Speaker Belief That P Is Defeated

The second class of cases feature a listener who supposedly comes to know a proposition p by
means of accepting the word of a speaker who doesn’t know p because of a psychological
defeater. A good example of such a case is found in Lackey (2008):

PERSISTENT BELIEVER: Millicent in fact possesses her normal visual powers, but she has
cogent reasons to believe that these powers are temporarily deranged. She is the subject of a
neurosurgeon’s experiments, and the surgeon falsely tells her that some implants are causing
malfunctions in her visual cortex. While she is persuaded that her present visual appearances
are an entirely unreliable guide to reality, she continues to place credence in her visual
appearances. She ignores her well-supported belief in the incapacitation of her visual faculty;
she persists in believing, on the basis of her visual experiences, that a chair is before her, that
the neurosurgeon is smiling, and so on. These beliefs are all, in fact, true and they are formed
by the usual, quite reliable, perceptual processes. As Millicent is walking out of the
neurosurgeon’s office, she is the only person to see a badger in Big Bear Field. On the basis
of this visual experience, she forms the corresponding true belief that there was a badger in
this field, and then later reports this fact to her friend Bradley without communicating the
neurosurgeon’s testimony to him. Bradley, who has ample reason to trust Millicent from their
past interaction as friends, forms the corresponding true belief solely on the basis of her
testimony.110
According to Lackey – and I agree – it is intuitive that Bradley’s basic belief that there is a
badger in Big Bear field amounts to ‘knowledge’.111 Bradley forms a true belief formed by an
unconditionally reliable faculty. It is also clear that he has no reason to doubt the testimony of
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Lackey (2008), pg. 59.
Though I appreciate that some do not share my intuitions about this case.
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Millicent. He has no defeaters to what she says. Lackey presents this case in her (2008) as
representing a counterexample to transmission. I agree with Lackey that the case represents a
counterexample to knowledge transmission. For Millicent doesn’t know what she sees – even
through it is true and formed by a reliable process – due to the psychological defeater she
possesses. The important question that I will explore here is whether this case constitutes a
counterexample to the Pluralist transmission principle. My answer is “no”.
The reason I don’t think this is a counterexample to the Pluralist implementation of transmission
is the following. Millicent is not herself in a position to ‘know’ that she saw a badger. This is for
the straightforward reason that she possesses a psychological defeater to belief that she saw one
– the testimony of the Neurosurgeon. However, this doesn’t, I contend, preclude Bradley from
being able to come to ‘know’ what Millicent asserts in a context of self-attribution C. Bradley
takes Millicent’s word in conditions which are, for him, objectively and subjectively good.
Because Millicent, by hypothesis, possesses knowledge-level epistemic properties for the
asserted belief, Bradley is in an objectively good situation. Moreover, because he has no reason
to doubt Millicent, he’s also in a subjectively good case. In short, Bradley is in an ideal situation
with regards to the relevant proposition. And he is in an ideal situation because of his
presumption in favour of Millicent. He takes her word, and thus his resulting belief in what she
says has the epistemic status it does in virtue of Millicent’s epistemic support (truth-conducive
epistemic grounds) for the proposition that she saw a badger. His belief, that is, is ‘knowledge’ in
part because of Millicent’s epistemic grounds for the proposition in question.
One might worry here that Bradley is not actually in a position to ‘know’ that Millicent saw a
badger because Millicent’s psychological defeater is the type of thing which should preclude
Bradley’s belief from attaining an epistemic status like ‘knowledge’. After all, one might reason,
that Millicent’s belief is defeated by undercutting testimony is a fact which, if Bradley became
aware of it, should prompt him to reject what Millicent has said. My reply here is as follows. I
concede that if Bradley became aware of the misleading defeater, then the rationality of his belief
would be undermined. However, it is stipulated in the case that Bradley is not so aware of
Millicent’s misleading defeater. So, even though there is a sense in which Millicent has some
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something epistemically defective in asserting the relevant proposition112, the proposition itself
is not epistemically defective. It is a fact. Thus, because Millicent’s misleading defeaters just that
– misleading – I take it that it’s not the kind of thing which could undermine the rationality of
epistemic standing Bradley’s belief per se. It could, as I have indicated, undermine the rationality
of Bradley’s belief should he become aware of it. But he hasn’t, and instead has attained
conclusive epistemic support for the proposition, and is in a position to exploit it. So, the
objection is right in suggesting that counterfactually, had Bradley become aware of the defeater,
his belief would fail to be rational. But as the case is presented, he isn’t so aware. Thus, it simply
doesn’t have traction in terms of the details of the case. For speaker possession of misleading
defeaters, again, isn’t the type of thing which can, in and of itself, undermine the rationality of
listener belief-formation. Relatedly, one might worry that Bradley can’t ‘know’ what Millicent
has said because Millicent’s defeater means she isn’t in a position to transmit any epistemic
grounds. But as I have indicated, I do not think that a speaker being in a bad doxastic position
regarding a fact should preclude listener ‘knowledge’. For the listener could be in a good
doxastic position to this fact regardless of the doxastic position of the speaker. While the speaker
has done something wrong in asserting something she doesn’t ‘know’, if what she has said in a
fact, then I see no reason to say that the listener can’t exploit this fact. The more general point is
that representational states like seeing carry or convey information about a state of affairs. If they
accurately picture a state of affairs, and picture it in a reliable manner, then it seems like, should
they make this state of affairs available to others through testimony, these others should therefore
bin in a position to exploit this accurate information to attain epistemic statuses like
‘knowledge’. What Lackey’s cases suggest, at least on my gloss, is that representational states
about particular states of affairs can carry such information to others even where the speaker
herself isn’t in a position to exploit this status. This makes sense when we understand the
enterprise of testimony in Craigian terms: someone may be a good informant relative to one
party, and yet not a good informant relative to another party. What constitutes good information,
on this account, is not fixed.

112

She has violated the epistemic norm of assertion, at least on the assumption that her belief lacks epistemic status
as I have indicated. Nevertheless, that she has violated this norm doesn’t in my view preclude listener knowledge if
what was said is well grounded. This is an interesting upshot, but one that I won’t pursue further here.
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Finally, one might wonder whether the speaker is here sincere. After all, one might reason,
Millicent’s belief that she saw a badger is unjustified given her misleading evidence regarding
the activities of the Neurosurgeon. How can a doxastic attitude which fails to acquire a positive
epistemic status be the basis for someone else’s ‘knowledge’? In reply, note that SinG, the theory
of sincerity that I endorse, doesn’t say anything about the status of any doxastic state the speaker
might have to some asserted proposition. All it requires for sincerity is that the speaker asserts a
proposition which she takes to have good grounds. And I take it that Millicent meets this
condition. After all, she certainly takes herself to have good grounds for telling Bradley about the
badger. Moreover, she actually does have good grounds for what she says – it’s a fact. Bradley is
transmitted a factual proposition, which, on my account, is sufficient to put him in a position to
‘know’ what she has said. This highlights, again, an important insight about sincerity. It doesn’t
depend on the doxastic attitude a speaker takes to a proposition. Rather, it depends on whether
the speaker takes herself to have good grounds for the proposition. One can take one’s self to
have good grounds for p, for instance, yet fail to believe p. Indeed, this is exactly what occurs, on
my gloss in CREATIONIST TEACHER.

To make the Contextualized Pluralist response to the case clearer, it will be instructive to
compare it to a case where a listener takes the word of a speaker, but fails to ‘know’ what they
are told because they aren’t transmitted conclusive epistemic properties from the speaker. Once
this case is on the table, we will, I think, be in a better position to appreciate the upshot of
PERSISTENT BELIEVER. Consider the following:

BASEBALL. Raj participated in a controlled scientific study of a particular drug. Half of the
participants were given the drug, half were given a placebo. They do not know which. He was
told that one of the less common side effects of the drug is hallucinations. Shortly after the
study begins, Sammy, one of the research assistants for the study, knowingly asserts to Raj
that the Seattle Mariners beat the Chicago Cubs last night 12-0.
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Stipulate that Raj’s faculties are in fact working properly here, and that nothing special is at stake
for him regarding the baseball scores. Even though Sammy ‘knows’ that the Mariners won last
night, if Raj was to take his word for it, Raj wouldn’t thereby come to ‘know’ the relevant
proposition. This is because Raj doesn’t occupy a subjectively good case with regards to what is
said: he possesses a defeater – his knowledge that the drug may induce hallucinations. So, while
Sammy ‘knows’ the relevant proposition, Raj is not in a position to ‘know’ what Sammy says by
transmission. He is not in a subjectively good case. His evidence, therefore, isn’t the
knowledge—level epistemic support for the proposition possessed by Sammy. Rather, his
evidence is the weaker fact that Sammy appeared to say that the Mariners won. On the basis of
this weaker fact, however, Raj will not be able to ‘know’ that the Mariners won the game last
night. For this fact doesn’t provide conclusive evidence for this proposition; it doesn’t, for
example, eliminate the counterpossibility that Sammy is lying.
What’s important here is that PLACEBO is a case which reverses the Lackey PERSISTENT
BELIEVER case.113 In the former, the speaker ‘knows’, but the listener isn’t in a position to
‘know’ by transmission of epistemic properties. For he is in a subjectively bad case. In the latter,
the speaker possesses knowledge-level epistemic properties, but fails to ‘know’ on its basis
because she is in a subjectively bad case. However, because the listener in Lackey’s case is in an
ideal situation, he is able to exploit these properties and is therefore, on my account, able to come
to ‘know’ what he is told. What’s interesting about these cases is that they suggest that while the
listener must be in an ideal situation in order to attain conclusive epistemic properties by
transmission from a speaker, this is not required of the speaker. Speakers can still transmit
conclusive epistemic properties that p even if they fail to ‘know’ it, and sometimes listeners will
be in a position to exploit these properties to come to ‘knowledge’.

113

What if Raj turns around and tells someone about the game? Given the defeater that he possesses, would they
come to ‘know’? My view, in line with what I said above, is that in normal, low-stakes, situations, they would
indeed come to ‘know’. This is because Raj’s mental state isn’t default relevant.
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Parallel cases can also be generated where speaker and listener differ in terms of practical stakes.
An example here is the modified bank cases I presented in the previous chapter. Or, consider the
following:

HIGH SPEAKER/LOW LISTENER. Catherine and Nick are waiting for a flight to Toronto.
It’s very important that they catch the next flight, as they are surgeons who are scheduled to
perform an emergency surgery later in the afternoon. Catherine has a printed itinerary which
shows the flight details. She booked a flight at noon. Nick, concerned about the patient, asks
“The itinerary says noon, right?” Catherine, speaking from ‘knowledge’, answers in the
affirmative. Not satisfied, however, Nick remarks “Ok, but we don’t know that the flight is at
noon. We should double check. After all, flights sometimes are changed at the last minute, or
are delayed.” Nick then leaves to go ask an airline employee. Meanwhile, Ted, who is a
stranger, realizes he forgot his itinerary for his flight to Toronto. He’s on a leisurely
sightseeing trip. He then decides to ask the person beside him – Nick – what time the flight to
Toronto is. Nick tells him, truly and sincerely, “noon”.114
On my gloss here, Nick says something true when he denies that they ‘know’ that the flight
leaves at noon on the basis of the itinerary. My view explains this in terms of the heightened
practical stakes for Nick and Catherine: that the itinerary says noon, while ‘known’, isn’t
conclusive evidence for the proposition that the flight leaves at noon in their context because it
fails to eliminate the objectively relevant counterpossibility that the flight changed hours.
However, assuming that nothing is amiss for him, I also find it intuitive that Ted would say
something true if he self-attributed ‘knowledge’ that the flight is at noon solely on the basis of
Nick’s word. On the Contextualized Pluralist gloss, Ted is not in a pressing practical
circumstance. Rather, it’s not a big deal to him at what time the flight leaves. So, the only
counterpossiblities that are objectively relevant to his putative self-attribution are those socially
default alternatives, and his evidence – that Ted has said the flight leaves at noon – is good
enough to rule these out.
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This case is similar to Cohen’s ‘Airport’ case, originally from his (1999), pp. 57-89.
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What’s important here for my purposes is the following. If I am correct, then Ted, through taking
Nick’s word for it, comes to ‘know’ that the plane leaves at noon by means of transmission. For
Nick possesses epistemic support for this proposition – that the itinerary shows that it leaves at
noon – which isn’t conclusive for him, but is conclusive for Ted.115 Ted is simply not in the highstakes situation Nick finds himself in. So, when Ted takes Nick’s word, his belief is supported by
Nick’s grounds – what is printed on the itinerary – and these grounds are sufficient to rule out
‘all’ counterpossiblities in Ted’s context of self-attribution (even though they are not sufficient to
eliminate ‘all’ counterpossiblities in Nick’s context of self-attribution.

This case, interestingly enough, demonstrates another scenario in which listeners can attain
testimonial ‘knowledge’ that p from speakers who themselves fail to ‘know’ p: a high-stakes
speaker saying something to a low-stakes listener. I will call situations where the speaker and
listener differ with regards to their practical stakes for some asserted proposition p ‘decalibrated
contexts’.
While high speaker/low listener forms of decalibrated contexts can generate ‘knowledge’ by
transmission, it appears that the reverse, viz. low speaker/high listener cases, do not seem to
generate ‘knowledge’ by transmission. Consider the following:

LOW SPEAKER/HIGH LISTENER. Catherine and Nick are waiting for a flight to Toronto.
As they are on a sightseeing vacation, it’s not especially important that they catch the next
flight out. Catherine has a printed itinerary which shows the flight details. She booked a flight
at noon. Nick, curious about the flight time, asks “The itinerary says noon, right?” Catherine,
speaking from ‘knowledge’, answers in the affirmative. “Ah, OK”, Nick replies, taking her
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Whether or not a bit of evidence is conclusive is a matter of context, because whether or not a bit of evidence
entails some proposition, as I’ve suggested, depends on what counterpossiblities are relevant. Because different
counterpossiblities can be relevant to distinct agents, this means a counterpossibility can be relevant to a speaker and
not to a listener. This might seem a bit weird, because it might make it seem that entailment is relative to people. But
I take this as no weirder than the basic Ichikawa-Lewis contextualist thesis that ‘knowledge’ requires entailing
evidence across a context of attribution. For this view also is committed to holding that different counterpossiblities
can be relevant to distinct agents.

109

word. A few minutes later, Nick goes to get a coffee. While queuing, a visibly nervous
looking man, Ted, asks him what time the next flight to Toronto is at. Ted is a surgeon, and
it’s very important that he catches the next flight, as he needs to perform an emergency
surgery. He printed off an itinerary last week, but forgot it at home. Nick says to Ted that the
next flight is at noon.

In this vignette, the practical interests of the characters are reversed. Here, I take it that Nick
comes to ‘know’ on the basis of Catherine’s word, because her epistemic grounds – what the
printed itinerary says – is sufficient to eliminate ‘all’ of the socially default (viz. global)
alternatives to this belief. Her transmitted grounds are conclusive for his belief. This is in
contrast to Ted. Given the practical importance of his getting to Toronto on the next flight, it
seems that Ted would not say something true if he self-ascribed ‘knowledge’ on the basis of
taking Nick’s word. This is because Nick’s epistemic ground – what the printed itinerary says –
is not conclusive for him, as his heightened practical stakes mean that the possibility that the
flight has been rescheduled is relevant. Therefore, this case is an example where transmitted
evidence would not be sufficient for listener ‘knowledge’, despite being sufficient for speaker
‘knowledge’. It is another example of a decalibrated context.
If I am correct here, then in high speaker/low listener cases, speakers can transmit ‘knowledge’
to listeners who have different, and less urgent, practical interest than the former. This seems like
a fairly natural thing to hold, at least on the Craigian conception of ‘knowledge’ that is endorsed
in this thesis. On this picture, different people have different practical projects, and these
different practical projects will require information of more or less accuracy, depending on
what’s at stake. Viewed in this lens, it makes sense that a listener would be able to use a bit of
information for some mundane purpose that a speaker could not use for a riskier purpose. Should
we endorse knowledge transmission, however, we will have trouble seeing how such cases could
generate listener ‘knowledge’. This is for the simple reason that in high speaker/low listener
cases, the speaker fails the ‘knowledge’ condition on transmission. So, if we find the conclusion
that ‘knowledge’ is possible in such cases, we have a further, principled reason to reject reading
transmission in terms of knowledge transmission.
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4.2.4

Upshot

Let me take stock. I have canvassed two cases from the literature which are presented as
counterexamples to transmission theories of testimonial knowledge, and by extension,
counterexamples to theories of testimonial non-reductionism which endorse knowledge
transmission. If I am correct, however, these cases are not counterexamples to transmission per
se, nor to the form of transmission implicit in my Contextualized Pluralist theory. Thus, insofar
as Contextualized Pluralism doesn’t founder on these counterexamples, we therefore have a
prima facie reason to prefer it to versions of non-reductionism committed to knowledge
transmission.

4.3

Testimonial Scepticism

Arguably, one of the central tasks of epistemology is to tackle sceptical arguments which suggest
that we don’t know much of what we take ourselves to know. In this section, focussing in on
basic testimonial belief, I will contend that we can construct a closure-based testimonial sceptical
paradox which mirrors the standard closure-based sceptical paradox (which is focused on basic
perceptual belief). I will then argue that in contrast to reductionism and non-reductionism,
Pluralism can provide a satisfying resolution to this testimonial paradox which allows us to save
the intuition that much of our everyday ‘knowledge’ was attained by taking the word of others,
while simultaneously explaining the attractiveness of sceptical reasoning.

4.3.1

The Sceptical Paradox

While there are a great many versions of philosophical scepticism, perhaps the most prominent
version in contemporary epistemology is a form of Cartesian scepticism. Cartesian scepticism
attempts to undermine ordinary, empirical propositions like ‘I have hands’ by means of arguing
that we don’t know that some sceptical hypothesis which is incompatible with such ordinary
empirical propositions doesn’t obtain. Suppose I seem to see that I have hands. The proponent of
Cartesian scepticism argues that my having this evidence is compatible with my being a brain in
a vat, and because of this, I can’t know that I have hands on this basis:
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1 I don’t know that I am not a handless brain in a vat.
2 If I don’t know that I am not a handless brain in a vat, then I don’t know that I have hands.
3 Therefore, I don’t know that I have hands.116
Premise one is just a restatement of the Cartesian’s suggestion that I can’t know I’m not envatted
because my evidence for this – my perception of hands – doesn’t entail its falsity. I could be in
the vat and have the same sensations I do now. Premise two is a version of what is known as the
closure principle for known entailments. The idea is that if I know some proposition p, and know
that some other proposition, q, is entailed by p, then I know q. If I know that I have hands, then
presumably I know that I’m not a brain in a vat.117 For my having hands entails the falsity of the
brain in a vat scenario. Conversely, however, if I don’t know q, then it seems that I can’t know p.
For closure tells us that all and only those instances in which p obtains are instances in which q
obtains. So, if I don’t know I’m not a brain in a vat, then it seems that I don’t know I have
hands.118 The sceptic exploits this for an unwanted result: because, she argues, we don’t know
that we have hands – for my perceptual evidence for having hands doesn’t entail the falsity of the
vat scenario – it follows, by closure, that we therefore don’t know that we aren’t envatted after
all.

The problem with this argument, however, is that despite its plausibility, its conclusion seems
very implausible. For I take it that we do think that we know that we have hands, just like we
take ourselves to know many ordinary propositions about the external world. Indeed, as David
Lewis says: “It is a Moorean fact that we know a lot. It is one of those things that we know better
than we know the premises of any philosophical argument to the contrary”119. As a consequence
of combining the closure-based sceptical argument with the commonplace that we do know
ordinary empirical propositions, we are led to a paradox:
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I take this formulation of the sceptical paradox from Hannon (2017), pg. 132.
Single premise closure can be understood in the following way: If S knows that p, and comes to believe that q by
correctly deducing it from her belief that p, then S knows that q. I take this formulation from Lasonen-Aarnio
(2008), pg. 157.
118
This is due to closure: if I know P and know if P then Q then I know Q. So, if I know not-Q, I can therefore infer
not-P.
119
Lewis (1996), pg. 549.
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4 We have all sorts of everyday knowledge (a Moorean fact).
5 We don’t know that we’re not in a skeptical scenario (by the closure-based sceptical
argument).
6 If we don’t know that we’re not in a skeptical scenario, then we don’t have all sorts of
everyday knowledge.120

This is a paradox because while each of the propositions, taken individually, look true, they are
jointly inconsistent. Something has to give. Solving the paradox, at minimum, requires that one
of the propositions be rejected as false on principled grounds. However, what I will call,
following DeRose, a ‘full-blooded’ solution, however, requires more than this. It requires that we
not only provide a principled ground for rejecting one of the propositions; rather, it also requires
that we explain why it is that the rejected proposition strikes us as intuitively true.121 Here we
seem to have four options. First, we could simply give into scepticism by denying 4. Second, we
could follow a Moorean strategy and reject 5. Third, we could follow Dretske and Nozick in
rejecting the closure principle by rejecting 6.122 Lastly, we could embrace an epistemic
contextualist solution. Very roughly, the contextualist solution says that neither 4 nor 5 is flat-out
false. Rather, in high-standards contexts, 4 is false, and in low-standards contexts, 5 is false.
There is no single context in which 4-6 jointly obtain, according to the contextualist, so the
paradox is dissolved. It can also satisfy the full-bloodedness desideratum: 4 and 5 can both seem
intuitive, even when false, because we have a tendency to confuse the semantics of our
‘knowledge’ attributions.
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Hannon (2017), pg. 133.
I take the terminology of ‘full-blooded’ scepticism from Keith DeRose (though it has been used by other
epistemologists as well). See Chapter 4, pp. 101-103 of his (2018).
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According to Dretske, for example, we can know that we have hands even though we wouldn’t know this if we
were a BIV because the BIV alternative isn’t relevant. It isn’t a sceptical possibility that obtains in a nearby world.
Thus, the closure principle fails. We can’t deduce the falsity of the proposition that I have hands because I don’t
know I’m not a BIV. See his (1970) pp. 1015-1017.
121
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4.3.2

The Sceptical Paradox II: Testimonial Knowledge

One thing that is worth noting is that a distinctly testimonial version of the sceptical paradox can
be constructed in just the same way as the perceptual version above. Focus on some mundane,
everyday proposition p that seems to be the kind of thing that we can easily come to know by
taking the word of a speaker. For instance, that the Canucks won the game last night. The way
into the testimonial version of the paradox is to notice that, just as my visual evidence of hands
doesn’t seem to entail that I have hands, my evidence that S said that p is the case doesn’t seem
to entail that p is the case.123 For assuming that I take my interlocutor at her word, and therefore
do not recruit any evidence supporting either the reliability of the speaker, or the truth of what
she’s said, I seem to have no way of ruling out the possibility that she is lying or simply mistaken
as to the truth of p. In short, things could be just the way they are for me, but p could be false.
Indeed, without such evidence, how could I be sure of this? Thus, we can reason here to a
sceptical conclusion in the same way we did in the perceptual case:
1* I don’t know that my interlocutor is sincere regarding that p.
2* If I don’t know that my interlocutor is sincere that p, then I don’t know p by taking her
word.
3* Therefore, I don’t know that p by taking her word.
In support of premise 1*, if I take you at your word, then, I haven’t adduced any reasons which
would count in favour of what you’ve said. I’ve simply accepted it. So, it’s hard to see how I
would be in a position to know you are sincere. Indeed, part of what it is to take someone at their
word, as I’ve described it, is to engage in an exercise of epistemic deference: if I take you at your
word, I make a presumption in favour of your veracity. Premise 2* is just another
straightforward application of the closure principle. If I know that p, then I know that my
interlocutor is sincere, as plausibly, testimonial knowledge that p entails sincerity. But given that
I don’t know the latter, it follows that I don’t know the former.

As I have specified it, if I believe p on the basis that the speaker said it, then my evidence isn’t p, even if p is the
case. It is weaker evidence, viz. that the speaker said p, which on my specification doesn’t entail p.
123
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Supposing that this argument for testimonial scepticism is cogent, we can construct an analogous
sceptical paradox. For although we seem to be able to reason our way to the conclusion that we
don’t know what we are told because we don’t know that we aren’t being lied to, it is also highly
intuitive that we know a great many things through taking the word of speakers. Indeed, given
that much of what we take ourselves to know was attained from testimonial sources, and much of
that by simply taking speakers at their word, that we have testimonial knowledge of all sorts of
everyday proposition seems as much of a Moorean fact as that we know a great many perceptual
propositions. The result is three inconsistent claims:
4* I know that p on the basis of taking speaker S’s word.
5* I don’t know that S is sincere.
6* If I don’t know that S is sincere regarding p, then I don’t know p.

On the face of it, therefore, we seem to face the same challenge as we do in the perceptual
version of the paradox. In order to provide a full-blooded solution to the paradox, moreover, we
must reject one the propositions, and in addition show why it looked true in the first place. To
this end, we could affirm widespread scepticism about testimony by rejecting 4*. Or we could
reject scepticism. One way to do this would be to reject one of the premises as false. To reject 5*
would be to embrace something like a Moorean account of testimony. To reject 6* would be to
reject the epistemic closure principle. Another way to reject scepticism in the face of the
paradox, however, would be to embrace an epistemic contextualist solution. Very roughly, the
contextualist solution says that neither 4* nor 5* is flat-out false. Rather, in high-standards
contexts, 4* is false, and in low-standards contexts, 5* is false. There is no single context in
which 4*-6* jointly obtain, according to the contextualist, so the paradox is dissolved. In the next
section, I will suggest that the most natural way for the non-reductionist to respond to the
testimonial version of the sceptical paradox is to embrace a Moorean strategy, and reject 5*. I
will also suggest that the most natural way for the reductionist to respond to this paradox is to
reject premise 4*. Moreover, I will argue that each strategy has serious dialectical drawbacks.
This will pave the way for my argument in section (3.4), which is that my particular brand of
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testimonial contextualism, by way of dissolving the paradox, doesn’t face the same serious
dialectical drawbacks, and along this dimension deserves to be seen as superior to both
reductionism and non-reductionism.

4.3.3

Non-Reductionism, Reductionism and the Testimonial Paradox

At this point in the dialectic, it will be worth examining how the two mainstream accounts of
how it is that testimonial beliefs gain epistemic statuses like knowledge would respond to the
paradox, viz. reductionism and non-reductionism. First, however, let’s review the basics of each
view.

According to non-reductionists, testimonial beliefs can attain positive epistemic status
independent of the listener possessing any reasons which count in their favour. That is, basic
testimonial beliefs can attain epistemic statues. How exactly such beliefs attain these statuses is a
matter of controversy, however. For sake of simplicity, I will here focus on Burge (1993) as an
exemplar (though nothing I say hinges on this particular paper). According to Burge, listeners are
justified in forming basic beliefs in what they are told in the absence of any defeaters, and this
(roughly) because testimony is a rational source, and it is a priori that rational sources generally
produce true beliefs.124 This means that where the relevant belief is true, simply taking the word
of a speaker that p can lead to knowledge that p. Return now to the testimonial sceptical paradox.
What would be the best way for the Burgeian to respond? Given that a central motivation for
non-reductionism is the intuition that we do come to know many things simply by accepting
what we are told, it seems that it would be reasonable for the Burgeian to take a Moorean route
and reject premise 5*. Just like the Moorean argues that I do, in fact, know that I have hands, and
therefore that we know we aren’t envatted, the Burgeian argues that I do, in fact, know that my
interlocutor is sincere. In order to defend this claim, she could appeal to the psychological
literature, and suggest that we can reliably detect deceit125. Since, we are assuming, there is
nothing amiss about the speaker, the proponent of a Burgeian non-reductionism could argue that
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Burge (1993), pg. 467.
Cf. Faulkner (2006), pg. 154. Here, Faulkner cites Ekman (1988).
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the absence of evidence of deceit suggests that are in a position to know p. If the speaker had
been lying, the thought goes, I would’ve detected it. But I have detected nothing suggesting that
she’s lying.126

While this strategy is undeniably attractive to those who want to avoid widespread scepticism
about testimony, it doesn’t explain why it is that we find the sceptical line of reasoning
motivating the paradox intuitive in the first place. For if we in fact possess a fairly
straightforward way of determining whether we are being deceived or not, it is puzzling, I
submit, as to why 5* should strike us as true at all. That is, adopting this strategy fails to account
for the intuitive pull of sceptical reasoning; after all, it’s always a live possibility that I could
detect nothing amiss in my interlocutor, and still be deceived. So, while this strategy perhaps
allows us to avoid scepticism, it is dialectically unsatisfying, insofar as it doesn’t provide
anything close to an explanation of the intuitive pull of testimonial scepticism. It is therefore not
what I’ve called a full-blooded response.

Turn now to reductionism. As the most popular version, I will here focus solely on local
reductionism.127 According to local reductionists like Elizabeth Fricker (1994, 1995), whether or
not a testimonial belief is justified – and therefore potentially known – is dependent on whether
the listener possesses grounds supporting a token testimonial belief.128 As a result, local
reductionism about testimonial justification is tantamount to the rejection of the possibility of
justified basic testimonial beliefs. If I am to be justified in accepting your assertion that p,
according to local reductionists, then I must infer p from some evidence I possess that points to
the truth of p. For instance, my basis for accepting p might be that you have always been reliable
in past interactions. My reason for rejecting local reductionism, implicit in the first chapter, is
that it collapses what appears to be a fundamental distinction in the epistemology of testimony.
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Ibid.
There is also a view known as ‘global reductionism’, which holds that testimony is justified only if the listener
has general reasons to accept testimony, rather than a particular reason to accept a particular token of testimony. It is
not a plausible view, however, and is not, as far as I know, endorsed by any contemporary reductionists. The name
was coined by Coady (1992).
128
Fricker, (1994), pp. 128-129.
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This is the distinction between basic and inferential testimonial knowledge. That we attain basic
testimonial knowledge strikes me as a Moorean fact, and consequently, I take the inability of
local reductionism to include basic testimonial knowledge as something of a reductio ad
absurdum against the view.

How would the local reductionist deal with the sceptical paradox? On the face of it, it seems like
the natural thing for the local reductionist to do would be to reject 4*. For one might think that
taking the speaker at her word means that there are no evidential resources for the listener to
deploy. However, I don’t think the situation is that straightforward. Elizabeth Fricker, for
example, embraces a minimal reductionism that takes things like tone of voice, facial expression
and absence of evidence of deceit as prima facie sufficient evidence for accepting a bit of
testimony that p.129 Embracing this view, therefore, would allow the local reductionist to accept
4* and reject 5*. Putting aside questions about the cogency of minimal local reductionism, the
problem with this strategy is that it lands the reductionist in the same dialectical situation as the
Burgeian non-reductionist: in accepting 4* and rejecting 5*, the minimal local reductionist
doesn’t provide an explanation as to why closure-based sceptical reasoning struck us as true in
the first place. That is, it’s not clear on the Frickerian local reductionist picture why it seems as
though the sceptical reasoning looks true. If I am correct here, then, the reductionist is in the
same boat as the non-reductionist. She can’t provide a full-blooded reply to the sceptical
paradox.

4.3.4

A New Approach: Contextualized Pluralism and the Testimonial Paradox

If I am correct in what I said in 3.3, each of the non-reductionist and the reductionist strategies
for dealing with the testimonial version of sceptical paradox is wanting. For neither, I have

Cf. Fricker (1994), pg. 154, where she says: “…the hearer must always be monitoring the speaker critically. This
is a matter of the actual engagement of a counterfactual sensitivity: it is true throughout of the hearer that if there
were any signs of untrustworthiness, she would pick them up.” This suggests a distinct form of reductionism in
which the listener doesn’t need to adduce positive reasons to believe a speaker, but rather needs to be sensitive to
evidence of deceit. This generates a distinct version of reductionism which doesn’t require that a listener possess a
positive reason to be justified in accepting something said by a speaker.
129
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argued, has provided anything close to a full-blooded explanation of what is going wrong. In this
section, I will argue that Contextualized Pluralism can provide a full-blooded explanation of the
testimonial sceptical paradox. I will therefore conclude that considering this sceptical paradox
provides a reason to prefer the latter theory to either reductionism or non-reductionism.

To see how this solution gets off the ground, we need to return to the paradox:
4* I know that p on the basis of taking speaker S’s word.
5* I don’t know that S is sincere.
6* If I don’t know that S is sincere regarding p, then I don’t know p on the basis of taking
speaker S’s word.

Again, p is an everyday proposition of the type which we take to be able to easily come to know
by taking a speaker’s word. The problem is that we can easily reason to the conclusion that we
don’t know this. The result is a paradox. In broad strokes, the contextualist solution to this
paradox has two elements. First, that in ordinary testimonial contexts, we often speak truly when
we ascribe ‘knowledge’ to listeners. Second, that in other contexts, where sceptical possibilities
are relevant, attributors often speak truly when they deny ‘knowledge’ to listeners.130 The idea,
then, is that when I claim, as in 4*, that I know p on the basis of taking the speaker at her word,
what I’m saying is the proposition that I ‘know p relative to ordinary standards.’ When faced
with the possibility that S is insincere, however, what we mean is a distinct proposition, viz. that
‘I don’t ‘know’ p relative to high standards.’ What proposition I express with my use of ‘knows’
depends on the context of attribution. So, when I express that I ‘know’ p relative to mundane
standards, the contextualist argues that I am expressing a distinct proposition to my claim that I
don’t ‘know’ p relative to high-standards contexts. Thus, the contextualist can claim that the
paradox is merely apparent, because, strictly speaking, we are asserting two distinct propositions
when we assert 4* and 6*. So, we aren’t forced to reject one of the premises outright. For I can
simultaneously affirm two distinct propositions without contradiction.
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This is a paraphrase of Hannon, (2017), pp. 133-134.
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This basic picture, however, doesn’t tell us how we go from a context in which 4* is true to a
context in which 6* is true. On the standard contextualist story told, for instance, by Lewis
(1996), epistemic standards in a context are determined by the conversational score, which is a
complex mix of speaker intentions, salience relations, and presuppositions. Call this salience
sensitivity. On Lewis’s account, we can account for the shift in context in a fairly straightforward
manner. If I am in a mundane context, then presumably I am in a context where the possibility of
speaker deception is properly ignored. It is properly ignored, moreover, because the set of
counterpossiblities standardly assumed to be relevant to an attribution of basic testimonial
‘knowledge’ doesn’t include the possibility of speaker deception. This is because, I take it,
interlocutors standardly assume that their conversational participants are sincere unless they have
reason for doubt. And this presupposition disqualifies the possibility of speaker deception from
being relevant. However, suppose that one of my interlocutors expresses concern about the
possibility of speaker deception. On the canonical, salience sensitivity view, once this possibility
is part of the conversation, it is no longer properly ignored. This is because a counterpossibility
attended to is no longer presupposed to be false.131 So, once I have attended to this possibility, it
is, on the Lewisian picture, relevant, and therefore I am no longer in a position to ‘know’ p.
Note, however, that this isn’t a story that Contextualized Pluralism can tell about the shift in
context here. For Contextualized Pluralism, as we’ve seen, endorses stakes sensitivity. Stakes
sensitivity, roughly, is the view that the practical stakes (practical situation) for the attributor
determine the standard of evidence the subject of the attribution must meet in order to ‘know’,
rather than the conversational score. On the stakes-sensitivity view, therefore, we can’t account
for the shift in context merely by citing conversational kinematics, because something, for
instance, can be attended to by an attributor without it changing her objective practical situation.
The question here, then, is this: can Pluralism provide a plausible stakes-sensitivity solution to
this paradox? In my view, the answer is “yes”.

Cf. Lewis (1996), pg. 559. Lewis would say that this counterpossibility is now salient due to the ‘rule of
attention’, but I am here ignoring his meta-semantic rules, because I don’t think we need to invoke them to outline
the fundamentals of what I’ve called the salience sensitivity view.
131
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The basic idea motivating stakes-sensitivity, as I understand it, is the thought that the set of
relevant alternatives returned as the meaning of ‘knows’ in a context C depends on how much is
at stake for the attributor in C. The more that is at stake, the larger the set of relevant alternatives.
It is this idea, moreover, which I take to underpin the distinction between relevant
counterpossiblities and counterpossiblities which are merely raised (but not relevant). On the
stakes sensitivity view, a relevant counterpossibility is an objectively relevant possibility: a
possibility which I ought to consider, given my practical goals. As I’ve mentioned, determining
exactly what ought to be considered, given one’s practical goals is a very complicated matter.
However, one thing I have said is the greater the stakes for p, the greater need I have for p to be
right. Thus, the greater the stakes, the more alternatives I will need to eliminate in order count as
‘knowing’ p.

A further way to intuitively motivate stakes sensitivity is to see how stakes are related to
‘knowledge’ is in terms of practical action. On one plausible account, to ‘know’ a proposition is
to be able to use it as a premise in practical reasoning. This, one way to understand stakes
sensitivity is in terms of practical action: a subject ‘S knows’ p relative to a context of attrition C
iff S can use p as a premise in practical reasoning in C. To make this more concrete, consider a
familiar lottery scenario. For a person like myself with a modest income, it seems like I will be in
a position to ‘know’ the following:
7. I ‘know’ that I won’t be able to go on safari next year

However, suppose that I buy a lottery ticket. It seems like, at least before the draw, I will be able
to reason as follows:
8. I don’t ‘know’ that I won’t win the lottery
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9. If I don’t ‘know’ that I won’t win the lottery, then I don’t ‘know’ that I won’t be able to go
in safari next year.132
Here, it seems intuitive that if 8-9 are true, then it wouldn’t be right for me to use 7. as a premise
in my practical reasoning. On the stakes-sensitivity picture I have sketched out here, that I can’t
therefore act on 7. is evidence that I am not in a position to self-attribute ‘knowledge’ in this
context. I can’t use it as a premise in practical reasoning because I don’t ‘know’ that I won’t win
the lottery. So, we have reason to think that the fact that I don’t know that I won’t win the lottery
is an uneliminated objective alternative here. For by hypothesis, it is precluding my ability to use
7. as a premise in my practical reasoning.

Turning back to the testimonial sceptical paradox, my contention is that we can exploit this
understanding of stakes sensitivity in terms of practical action in order to construct a bifurcated
solution to the sceptical paradox. To recall:
4* I know that p on the basis of taking speaker S’s word.
5* I don’t know that S is sincere.
6* If I don’t know that S is sincere regarding p, then I don’t know p.

The solution is bifurcated because it comes to two distinct explanations depending on how much
is at stake for the attributor. Suppose that we are in a low-stakes situation regarding p. In this
case, I hold that 5* is merely raised, and not objectively relevant. This is because it would be
reasonable for someone in low-stakes to continue to use the premise that they ‘know’ the
relevant proposition on the basis of taking the speaker’s word as a premise in practical reasoning.
To make this more concrete, let’s consider an example.
FORD: Richard owns a used Ford. He doesn’t need it for anything important; rather it’s just a
convenience vehicle for things like running errands. As such, he doesn’t really care if it is
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I take this example from Hawthorne (2004), pp. 173-175.

122

stolen, and keeps it parked on the street in front of his house. Sally drops by and (truly and
sincerely) remarks that she saw his car out on the street. Richard takes her at her word, and
happily self-ascribes ‘knowledge’ that his car is still parked on the street on this basis. Once
Sally leaves, however, Richard’s roommate Jim insists that he can’t be certain that Sally saw
his car. After all, people are sometimes deceptive. Richard considers what Jim says. He
reminds himself that the car is just used for putting around, and so it’s really not that
important, all things considered, whether it’s safe. On this basis, he decides that Jim’s
concerns are not reasonable.
I submit that Richard is reasonable in dismissing Jim’s concern. This is because it doesn’t seem
like the possibility that Sally is deceptive would erode Richard’s ability to use the premise that
his car is parked on the street to, for instance, go for a Sunday drive. In normal, low-stakes
situations like this, we don’t require that one be able to eliminate unlikely possibilities in order to
use the relevant proposition for practical purposes. If I am correct here, then, Jim’s interjection
doesn’t erode Richard’s ability to ‘know’ that his car is parked on the street on the basis of
Sally’s word. Consequently, the counterpossibility introduced by Jim here is merely raised, and
not relevant. Suppose, however, that Richard doesn’t dismiss what Jim has said here. He takes
Jim’s word seriously. In this situation, I contend that Richard would no longer be in a position to
‘know’. For in this case he would take Sally’s word to be defeated by what Jim has said,
meaning that he would no longer believe Sally. But given that belief is a necessary condition on
‘knowledge’, he would therefore no longer be in a position to ‘know’ what she said. And this
despite the fact that what she has said is good enough to put him into a position to ‘know’ in this
situation.

Turn now to a situation where Richard considers 4*, but then an interlocutor reminds him that a
lot is at stake for him concerning p, leading him to consider 5*, and by the closure principle,
6*.133 In such a scenario, I suggest that 5* would be objectively relevant rather than merely
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That Richard experiences epistemic anxiety, consequently driving up the probability threshold for belief in the
proposition that his car was stolen, is a key difference between this pair of cases and the car-themed case due to
Vogel (1999) discussed in chapter three. There, it is stipulated that I do not experience epistemic anxiety, and thus
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raised. We can, again, garner evidence for this by considering whether Richard would be
reasonable in relying on p as a premise in practical reasoning once he has been reminded as to
how much is at stake. It seems to me that if a lot is at stake for a subject, then that subject should
be able to eliminate the possibility that the speaker is deceptive in order to rely on p (by selfattributing ‘knowledge’). Let’s consider a distinct version of the case introduced above to make
this more plausible:
FORD*: Suppose that Richard just bought a used Ford. It’s a very important purchase, as he
needs it to commute to his job, and he has large debts that need to be paid off. He parked the
car in the street outside his house. An acquaintance, Sally, has just dropped by. She says to
Richard that she noticed his Ford on the street near his apartment. Richard takes her at her
word, and happily self-ascribes ‘knowledge’ of the whereabouts of his car on this basis. When
Sally leaves, however, suppose that his roommate Jim insists that he shouldn’t be so quick to
accept Sally’s word: after all, speakers are sometimes deceptive. At this point, Richard
realizes that quite a lot is at stake in his Ford being safe: after all, it’s essential for his
commute to work and he can’t afford a new one. After deliberating for a moment, Richard
concludes that he doesn’t ‘know’ that the car is parked on the street. In fact, he realizes that
this possibility was always relevant, and therefore he was mistaken in believing that he
‘knew’ it was parked on the street at all.

Here, I submit, in contrast to the original version of the case Richard would be correct to deny
that he ‘knows’ what Sally has said. For given the very high stakes for him with regards to his
car not being stolen, it’s reasonable to think that he should be able to eliminate the possibility
that Sally is lying on order to rely on what she’s said for practical purposes. But to say that he
should be able to rule out this possibility, given his practical interests, is just another way of
saying that this possibility is relevant to Richard. To highlight this point, consider the following.
Suppose Richard, despite what Jim says, reasons as follows:

the probability threshold for belief doesn’t increase. I am therefore able to rely on the fact that my car is parked in a
way that Richard can’t here.
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I ‘know’ that my car is parked on the street on the basis of Sally’s word.
If I ‘know’ this, then I ‘know’ I will be able to take my car to work tomorrow morning.

So, I will be able to take my car to work tomorrow morning.
Given Jim’s interjection, this reasoning looks as suspicious to me as reasoning that one ‘knows’
one won’t be able to go on safari next year when the possibility that one will win the lottery is
relevant.134 If it’s possible that I’m being deceived by Sally, can I really take her word as the
basis for settling some really important practical matter? It seems not. I therefore propose
structurally a parallel explanation based on the link between ‘knowledge’ and action: the
reasoning is suspicious because Richard doesn’t ‘know’ what Sally has said. The upshot, then, is
that the raising of the possibility of speaker deceit has reminded Richard of am objectively
relevant possibility he had earlier failed to see: once he realizes what’s at stake, he realizes that
he should take the possibility of speaker deceit seriously (and therefore raise the probability
threshold for outright belief in the relevant proposition). The possibility erodes his ability to act
as if his car is parked on the street, and is therefore not merely raised, but relevant. To clarify
further, I do not take the fact that the car is expensive to be why what Jim says in FORD* is
relevant and not simply raised. It could be expensive, yet Richard may not especially care
whether it was stolen (suppose he was given it, and doesn’t care much about cars). Rather, it is
the fact that Richard needs the car to get to work, and he has large debts, which makes it relevant
here. A lot is riding on his still having the car.

That a great deal is riding on Richard still having a car is why FORD* differs from my verdict
regarding the Vogel (1999) case discussed in the third chapter. There, I suggested that one can
still ‘know’ that one’s car is parked outside even after a sceptical possibility is raised because it’s

This would be the type of reasoning that would be normal to partake in, if it wasn’t for the introduction of the
sceptical possibility.
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a fairly ordinary situation and the stakes, while perhaps higher than normal, aren’t high enough
to preclude relying on this fact. FORD*, by contrast, is constructed to be a rather unusual
scenario featuring very high stakes. The stakes here are much higher, I take it, then in the Vogel
case. This is why I do not endorse the same verdict in FORD*. Of course, however, given the
distinction between what is objectively relevant to a proposition p, and one’s confidence in p (see
chapter 3, section 3.2.3), it is of course possible for Richard in FORD* to continue to believe p
because he fails to appreciate how much is at stake. My argument is instead that given how much
is at stake, the possibility that Sally is deceptive is objectively relevant, viz. Richard should
consider it, and therefore, even if he did believe that his car was parked in FORD*, he would not
be in a position to ‘know’ it. The difference between FORD* and the Vogel case lies in what is
objectively relevant.

Stepping back from the cases, I take the main upshot here to be that, in general, the introduction
of a possibility of speaker deception to a conversational context undermines our ability to use a
proposition p in practical reason, and therefore to ‘know’ p, only when the stakes for us in p
being true are high and we are gripped by epistemic anxiety. When nothing is at stake for us, and
we feel no such anxiety, we generally resist such introductions as mere raisings. To me, this is a
prima facie virtue of the view, for it seems right that most of the time, at least, the raising of
sceptical worries doesn’t stymie one’s ability to engage in practical reasoning. 135

How does this bear sceptically on the testimonial version sceptical paradox, however? Above, I
said that Contextualized Pluralism issues in a bifurcated solution to the paradox. We are now in a
position to see why this is. The reason is that the proponent of Contextualized Pluralism will
provide different solutions to the paradox depending on whether the subject is in a high-stakes or
low-stakes situation. If she is in a low-stakes situation, the proponent of Contextualized

Here I’m inspired by a paragraph from Hume’s Treatise, book 1, section 7: “Most fortunately it happens, that
since reason is incapable of dispelling these clouds, nature herself suffices to that purpose, and cures me of this
philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by relaxing this bent of mind, or by some avocation, and lively
impression of my senses, which obliterate all these chimeras. I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and
am merry with my friends; and when after three or four hours amusement, I would return to these speculations, they
appear so cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into them any farther.”
135
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Pluralism will hold that 5* is simply false, because it is not an objectively relevant alternative. It
is merely raised. By contrast, in high-stakes situations, the Contextualised Pluralist will hold that
4* is false. In high-stakes situations, the possibility that the speaker is deceptive will be
objectively relevant and (by hypothesis) uneliminated. So, like the proponent of saliencesensitivity, the proponent of stakes sensitivity can provide a dissolution of the paradox: the
paradox is merely apparent, because there is no single conversational context in which 4*-6*
jointly obtain. The difference is in the mechanics of the explanation. Whereas the proponent of
salience sensitivity relies on conversational kinematics for this solution, the proponent of
interests contextualism relies on the relation between practical action and practical stakes. On
this metric, Contextualized Pluralism is on a par with versions of contextualism which endorse
salience sensitivity.

By way of concluding, I want to discharge my aforementioned claim that the solution to the
testimonial version of the paradox is superior to the solutions posed by reductionism or nonreductionism. I suggested that providing a ‘full-blooded’ answer to the paradox is a desideratum
that a good solution should provide, and I argued in section (4.3.3) that simple statements of their
views don’t, at least as presented in the literature, provide full-blooded responses to the sceptical
paradox.136 In contrast, I argue that Contextualized Pluralism can meet this desideratum. It can
meet it because, for any context, it can tell us why the premise we are rejecting is intuitively
compelling. Take a context where little is at stake. Here, 5* looks compelling because we are
ignorant of the way the semantics of ‘knows’ works. Same goes with high-stakes situations. We
find 4* intuitively compelling here for the same reason. We have a principled reason for
understanding why the paradox arises, while at the same time providing a dissolution. In this
sense, Contextualized Pluralism is at a distinct dialectical advantage to both reductionism and
non-reductionism, insofar as neither can provide us with such an explanation.

Though I don’t mean to suggest that the views could not be modified in a way that could generate such a fullblooded response. I mean to argue that per se. neither provide such a response.
136
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4.4

Conclusion

If what I have said in this chapter is on the mark, then we have two reasons outside of the
pragmatic encroachment debate to embrace Pluralism. The first is that it allows those
sympathetic to testimonial transmission as a theory of basic testimonial knowledge to save the
view from putative counterexamples in the literature. The second reason is that it can provide
more initiatively satisfying solution to the testimonial sceptical paradox than either of the two
main rival theories of testimonial knowledge found in the literature.
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Chapter 5: Conversational Manipulation

5.1

Introduction

To testify, plausibly, is to exercise a form of linguistic agency. As social beings, humans depend
on the recognition of others, and part of this recognition involves recognition of speech-acts like
assertions. However, such linguistic agency is inevitably mediated by complex and often tacit
social relations; social relations which do not always work in the favour of an agent. For
instance, Miranda Fricker (2007) argues that the uptake of testimony is so mediated. The
credibility of a speaker’s assertion, she argues, is influenced by heuristic stereotyping: if the
audience, for instance, judges that the speaker has a provincial accent, then they are less likely to
accept what is said. The speaker therefore suffers a credibility deficit.137 Some of these
stereotypes are harmless. Others, however, are not. These are identity prejudicial credibility
deficits: credibility deficits which are the result of socially embedded asymmetries in what
Fricker calls identity power. Identity power is a socially situated ability to influence (or more
perniciously, control) the actions of others due to shared conceptions of social identity.138
Identity prejudicial credibility deficits, then, according to Fricker, are deficits generated due to
assumptions about a speaker’s social identity. For instance, being identified as a woman might
result in a credibility deficit due to stereotypes around female irrationality. These deficits are
especially pernicious because they tend to systemically, rather than incidentally, marginalize the
agent qua the knowledge economy.

In this chapter, my overall goal is to make a modest contribution to the literature on testimonial
injustice by identifying a new type of testimonial injustice: conversational manipulation.
Conversational manipulation, I will suggest, is a kind of injustice which occurs at the metalinguistic level. It occurs when a powerful party to a conversation manipulates the truthconditions governing knowledge attributions of certain propositions in order to make it difficult
to know these propositions. By doing so, moreover, this powerful party can protect his interests
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Fricker (2007), pp. 17-18.
Fricker (2007), pp. 26-28.
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by breaking the knowledge-action link. Once the idea of conversational manipulation is on the
table, I will argue that the interests contextualism endorsed by Contextualized Pluralism provides
a more satisfying way of modelling conversational contextualism than the conversational
contextualism endorsed by mainstream forms of epistemic contextualism. This is because the
former is able to show why conversational manipulation constitutes both an ethical and an
epistemic harm.

5.2

Conversational Manipulation as a Form of Testimonial Injustice

Conversational manipulation paradigmatically occurs when one party to a conversation, S, raises
sceptical worries that would not otherwise be salient, given the nature of the conversation, as a
means of undermining a particular assertion made by another party T, where S takes T’s
assertion to undermine some proposition p that he has vested interests in protecting. Note that
here I am operating with a very general notion of ‘vested interest’. By the latter, I simply mean
that the truth of p is important to S. It could be important theoretically, in that it is an important
premise in some kind of theory, or it could constitute a practical premise useful for the
rationalization of certain actions.139 One way of protecting such interests, I assume, is to raise
sceptical doubts about a particular proposition which conflicts with these interests. Knowledge is
related to action. On one plausible interpretation of this relation, the norm of action is
knowledge: one should act on p iff one knows p.140 As a consequence, if you take yourself to
know p, then, ceterus paribus, you can act as if p. But, if I raise doubts that make you question
whether p, then you may not any longer be in a position to act on it. This may have spill over
consequences to your practical interests. Conversely, you may be able to pre-emptively insulate
your ability to act on p by raising doubts about a proposition q which might otherwise be used to
undermine p.

What I want to do here is to suggest that one particular way of maintaining the knowledge-action
link constitutes a distinct form of epistemic harm. This particular way, as mentioned above, I call

139
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I am here assuming that knowledge is the epistemic norm of action.
For a paradigmatic defence of the knowledge norm of assertion, see Williamson (2000), chapter 11.
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conversational manipulation. Conversational manipulation, as I will define it, occurs when a
conversational participant S uses Frickerian identity power to raise otherwise irrelevant sceptical
doubts in order to protect his interests in a proposition p. By raising doubts to a proposition q
which would cast p in doubt, the agent is able to undermine q, and thus preserve his ability to act
on p. In so doing, S harms the epistemic agency of the other conversational participants who
otherwise would’ve used q in the conversation.141 Let me unpack this. Power, we will say, is
(roughly) a capacity to get others to do what one wants.142 Identity power, in particular, is the
capacity for S to get another agent, T, to do something because of particular social identity
groups they are each identified with. For example, suppose S is a man and T is his girlfriend. S
gets sex from T even when the latter doesn’t want it because T sees sex as part of her womanly
duties to her boyfriend. The key here, I take it, is the asymmetrical social power wielded by the
two parties. T has the social identity ‘woman’, and she has internalized stereotypical social roles
associated with this identity: coyness and submissiveness. She sees herself in the lens of the
social stereotype as having to bend to the wishes of her boyfriend, even when these wishes go
against her own. S, by contrast, is part of the identity group ‘man’, and is thus identified with
assertiveness and sexual appetite. These social categories interact in this situation, and generate a
power asymmetry: the distinct categories generate a capacity for S to get T to do what he wants.
It generates an identity power143 Conversational manipulation is the exercise of a particular –
meta-linguistic – form of Frickerian social identity power, as I’ve defined it here. It is when one
(or more) conversational participants exploit an asymmetry in identity power to undermine
opposition to particular propositions this participant has vested interests in preserving. By a
meta-linguistic exercise, I mean that it is a form of identity power which manifests itself in the
domain whereby the truth-conditions of particular words are determined. On the contextualist
picture, certain words denote different relations or properties depending on the conversational
context. According to epistemic contextualism – which is being assumed to be the case in this
chapter – the word ‘knows’ is context-sensitive in this way. On the epistemic contextualist

Though note, however, that I don’t mean to deny that there are other ways of manipulating a conversation. I
mean to use ‘Conversational manipulation’ as a technical term.
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Fricker (2007), pp. 14-15
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My example, but here drawing on Fricker (2007), pg. 14.
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picture, the truth-conditions of ‘knows’ depends on the conversational context. Conversational
marginalization is a deployment of identity power which exploits the context-sensitivity of
‘knows’ as a means of protecting interests. The idea is that powerful agents can unilaterally
manipulate the truth-conditions of ‘knows p’, and because knowledge is connected to action,
thereby prevent others from acting on p.

To make all of this less abstract, let us consider an example. Consider Sadie, an undergraduate
science student, and Prof. Mustard, a senior instructor in political science. They are participating
in an undergraduate group devoted to discussing solutions to the current climate problem. Unlike
the rest of the group, Mustard, who has a track record of shortness with female students, is a
denier of current climate science for reasons of self-interest. Sadie is not, and is well versed in
the relevant literature. The following dialogue – call it CLIMATE CHANGE – takes place:
Sadie: “The G20 isn’t doing enough to stave off global climate change.”
Prof. Mustard: “Why think that?”
Sadie: “We know that the average temperature of the planet is rising due to human activity.”
Prof. Mustard: “You don’t know that. It hasn’t been proven that the temperature rise is related
to human activity. It could be a hoax.”
Sadie: “Well, no; it’s not proven that the temperature rise is due to human activity.”

On my gloss, Prof. Mustard protects his interest in the falsity of climate change by driving up the
standard of evidence required to satisfy ‘knowing’ that climate change is occurring. He does this
by raising the possibility of scepticism. The result is that Sadie is forced to retract her claim to
‘know’ because she is no longer in a position to satisfy ‘knows’ once the sceptical possibly is in
place. This is analogous to what happens when a speaker raises questions about whether one can
‘know’ one has hands given the BIV hypothesis. If the speaker is accommodated, then the
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standard for ‘knowing’ one’s hands are driven upwards to a degree that one may concede that
one doesn’t ‘know’ this.
What is so pernicious, I argue, about the accommodation of Mustard’s sceptical interjection here
is that it is forced. By forced, I mean that it is the kind of sceptical interjection that generally
wouldn’t be accommodated by listeners. On the standard framework of conversational
accommodation outlined by Lewis (1979), although participants will generally try to
accommodate assertions made by their interlocutors, accommodation has limits144. Glossing over
explanations of why for now, while it is reasonable to accommodate an utterance of ‘France is
hexagonal’, it is not reasonable to accommodate an utterance of ‘France is triangular’. In
CLIMATE CHANGE, Mustard’s assertion is more akin to the latter utterance than the latter, in
the sense that, given that the conversation takes place is mundane and everyday in nature,
climate change scepticism would not be a conversationally appropriate topic. It is no more
appropriate than trying to ask whether we actually ‘know’ we have hands during an anatomy
class.

The reason Mustard is accommodated here, in my view, has to do with the differences in the
social roles occupied by Sadie and Prof. Mustard. The latter is a professor, and as such, he
occupies a social role attached to a high degree of epistemic authority, especially vis-à-vis his
students.145 This means that he is able to extract a high degree of epistemic deference from
undergraduate students. This effect is exacerbated by Sadie’s social role. Not only is she an
undergraduate, meaning that she is expected to ‘know’ less than a full professor, she is also a
woman, and I take it that women are expected to offer more epistemic deference than men (at
least in general). Sadie has internalized, let us say, the socially elevated status afforded to
university professors over their students. This will also be exacerbated by the gender divide:
Sadie will also feel pressure – perhaps unreflectively – to accept Mustard’s word, given that he is
male, and males are generally taken to be assertive and authoritative. When Mustard ‘puts his
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Paraphrasing Ichikawa (2020), pg. 7.
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foot down’ here (so to speak), then, he is able to do so because conversational accommodation of
this counterpossibility is parasitic on a credibility gap generated between Mustard and his
audience. This is due to the former’s social identity power as a male professor and the social
identity weakness of the undergraduate women. I will call such presuppositional accommodation
– accommodation which occurs due to an identity power asymmetry – ‘forced entry’.

So, even though Mustard succeeds in shifting context, and making her assertion literally false, he
does so, I argue, via a pernicious norm of accommodation; one which constitutively depends on
a kind of mutually accepted identity prejudice. Mustard uses his authority in order to generate a
kind of identity prejudicial credibility deficit with regards to Sadie’s otherwise acceptable
assertion. And while her assertion is literally false after the context shift, it is rendered false by
use of a pernicious conversational norm which relies on an identity prejudicial stereotype about
female students. Ichikawa (2020) makes a similar point in the context of discussing rape
allegations:
One way one’s identity prejudice might result in credibility deficits would be that one gives a
lower credence to the content of the speaker’s testimony than one should. (I think this is the
way most people tend to think about Fricker’s cases.) But one could also think about
credibility assignments in terms of whether one treats testimony as knowledge-conferring;
unfairly raising the standards for ‘knows’ could constitute an unjust credibility deficit. And if
it met Fricker’s other criteria, it would also constitute a testimonial injustice. For example, if
my prejudice against women leads me to raise the standards for ‘knows’ when it comes to
women’s testimony, I unfairly allow men to settle what I count as “knowledge” to a greater
degree than I do women. My sentences denying women’s “knowledge” may be true, but they
constitute testimonial injustice nonetheless.146
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Mustard unfairly raises the standards beyond what would be required for Sadie’s assertion to
count as ‘knowledge’, even though the ebb and flow of the conversation was such that her
assertion would otherwise have been ‘knowledge’. He marginalizes Sadie by (what I’ve called)
forced entry.

To conclude this section, I take it as a data point that in CLIMATE CHANGE, when Professor
Mustard increases the epistemic standards with regards to what Sadie says, he wrongs her by
means of exploiting an identity power asymmetry. In my view, this constitutes both an ethical
and an epistemic harm. It’s an ethical harm because Mustard exploits an obviously prejudicial
stereotype. But it’s also, I submit, a distinctly epistemic harm because Sadie is prevented from
exercising her epistemic agency. She is, by forced entry, denied the ability to make a
‘knowledge’ claim she would otherwise be able to legitimately make, and is barred, at least
locally, from contributing to what we can call, following Welbourne (1985) ‘the community of
knowers’. According to Bernard Williams (2002), moreover, engaging in the joint activity of
providing and receiving factual testimony from others isn’t simply a matter of concern to the
community at large. It is also integral for development of a psychologically stable individual
identity. He calls the formation of such a stable identity ‘steadying the mind’. Consider the
following:
The subject’ is engaged in trustful conversation with another who relies on him, and the
question is whether he can give that person to believe the proposition. In doing that, he may
well, in such a case, give himself to believe it as well. It is the presence and needs of others
that help us to construct even our factual beliefs.147

It is in encountering the demands others place on us for trustworthy information, according to
Williams, that the individual ‘steadies’ her mind. To be part of an epistemic community
presupposes that we disseminate generally accurate information. This puts pressure on the
individual to form a picture of the world which more or less conforms with this requirement of
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the community. It is by forming a somewhat accurate picture of the world, argues Williams, that
individuals come to form and maintain a stable set of beliefs, of which some will be important
with regards to facts about elements of their own identity (social or religious categories, for
instance). So, to be denied a place in the community of knowers, on this picture, is not of mere
academic import. Rather, it has the consequence that agents will be unable to develop core
elements of their identity.

5.3

Modelling the Data Point

With an example of conversational marginalization on the table, I will now make two claims.
Epistemic contextualism requires a commitment to an account of how the set of relevant
alternatives partially constituent of the meaning of ‘knows’ depend on the context. One view
here is conversational contextualism. In brief, this is the view that the set of relevant alternatives
depends on the ebb and flow of the conversation in which ‘knowledge’ attributions take place.
Another is a view I have called interests contextualism, which suggests that the set of relevant
alternatives depends on what is at stake for the attributor. The first claim I will make is that
conversational contextualism cannot capture the distinctly epistemic harm suffered in cases of
conversational manipulation. The second is that interests contextualism can. I will conclude that
this generates a reason to accept the latter over the former.

5.3.1

Conversational Contextualism

According to the proponent of conversational contextualism, the set of alternatives relevant to
the truth-conditions of a knowledge attribution are a matter of conversational kinematics. More
simply, the idea is that they depend upon the conversational moves made by the participants of
the conversation in question. As Cohen (1999) puts it:

The standards are determined by some complicated function of speaker intentions, listener
expectations, presuppositions of the conversation, salience relations, etc., by what David
Lewis calls the conversational score.148
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The domain of alternatives, on this view, ebbs and flows with the course of a discussion: it
depends on some mixture of what is relevant, salient, or presupposed with regards to the broad
purposes of the conversation. This is a schema, however. Distinct proponents of conversational
contextualism will focus on distinct strategies for cashing this idea out. For instance, Lewis
(1996) holds that for any context, there is a series of meta-semantic rules, including salience,
resemblance (to what is mentioned), and attention (what is attended to by conversational
participants) which fix the relevant alternatives.149 What is relevant, for Lewis, thus depends on
what is attended to by conversational participants, and alternatives which are, in various ways,
similar to what is attended to. Alternatives thus ebb and flow with turns in the conversation. For
purposes of my argument, I will focus on Michael Blome-Tillmann’s (2009, 2013a, 2013b,
2014) version of conversational contextualism. Blome-Tillmann is squarely in the Lewisian
camp. By this, I mean that he is on board with Lewis’s attempt to articulate meta-semantic rules
which exhaustively determine the set of relevant alternatives in any context. In response to
several criticisms of Lewis, however, he makes several modifications to the former’s account. In
this section, I will argue that Blome-Tillmann’s version of conversational contextualism is
unable to model the epistemic harm generated by conversational marginalization. To see why,
we must start with one of Blome-Tillmann’s rules:

Rule of Pragmatic Presupposition (RPP): If an alternative in which not-p is compatible with
the conversational participants’ pragmatic presuppositions in c, then that alternative is
relevant in c.150

The basic idea behind the RPP is simple and compelling. Conversational contexts are social or
collective things. The parties to a conversation presuppose that various propositions are true
(among other things) in order to coordinate the practical goals of the conversation. It is these
presuppositions, according to RPP, which determine whether an alternative is relevant. It is only
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relevant if what is presupposed doesn’t entail its falsity, viz. it is compatible with what is
presupposed.151 This means that simply attending to an alternative, unlike Lewis’s rule of
attention, doesn’t imply it is relevant. It is only relevant iff compatible with the presuppositions
of the conversation.

What is important for my purposes here is that during the course of a conversation,
presuppositions may shift, and thus, the conversational score with respect to which alternatives
are relevant will also shift. The reasons for presuppositional shift are myriad, and include shifts
in the purpose of the conversation, and general Lewisian rules of accommodation.152 As BlomeTillmann makes clear however, sometimes presuppositional shifts can be instigated by individual
conversational authorities – individuals in a conversation who have some sort of authority over
the other participants:

In many conversations there is a conversational authority or even a group of conversational
authorities who have, to some extent, control over the context in the sense that they have the
power to make other participants to the conversation presuppose propositions…
Conversational authorities are, as it were, in a position to set the framework of the
conversation. Usually, when there is a dispute as to whether a possibility is a ‘live option’ in a
context C, one of the conversational authorities settles the issue, if necessary, by putting their
foot down.153

This is fine as far as it goes. Authority is a normal and indispensable part of our social lives. But
authority is not exercised in a vacuum. It is intertwined with complex socio-political relations of
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all stripes, including relations of an oppressive kind. However – and this is a key point – RPP is
insensitive to substantive questions about whether an alternative should or should not be
accommodated. As long as it is so accommodated, then Blome-Tillmann is committed to holding
that it must be taken seriously as an epistemic possibility. Consequently, turning to CLIMATE
CHANGE, Blome-Tillmann must, as far as I understand him, say that Sadie and the rest of her
fellow students must take the sceptical possibility raised by Mustard seriously, even though, as
I’ve argued, this sceptical possibility is only accommodated because of a social identity
asymmetry allows Mustard to ‘put his foot down’. For his account is silent about whether an
alternative should or shouldn’t be accommodated. The way in which an alternative is so
accommodated is, to put it differently, irrelevant.
Now I don’t mean to suggest here that Blome-Tillman couldn’t tell a plausible story about why
the harm incurred in CLIMATE CHANGE constitutes a form of ethical harm against Sadie. He
could adopt the Frickerian theory of social identity, for example. Nothing he says is incompatible
with this. But what I want to emphasize is that Blome-Tillmann cannot say that what Mustard
says harms Sadie in a distinctly epistemic manner. His view, to reiterate, is that a
counterpossibility is relevant iff it is compatible with the set of propositions assumed to be true
in the conversation. Compatibility can obtain in two ways. On the one hand, a counterpossibility
can simply be compatible with an existing set of propositions. Or, if it is not simply compatible,
the conversational participants can accommodate the counterpossibility by means of updating the
presuppositions (generating, by kinematics, a new context). However, what I want to reemphasize is that Blome-Tillmann places no normative constraints on updating. There is no
sense in which any accommodated counterpossiblities should or shouldn’t be so accommodated.
But if I am correct in suggesting that this updating can, in some circumstances, be pernicious–
such as the result of Frickerian identity asymmetries – then this lack of normative constraints is a
significant drawback to his view. For it means that he is committed to holding that even those
cases where accommodation occurs due to some kind of pernicious social relation – like in
CLIMATE CHANGE – are epistemically unproblematic. But if my gloss on CLIMATE
CHANGE is plausible, then this is incorrect.

139

All this being said, Blome-Tillmann might here complain that I’m being unfair to his view. He
might suggest that his theory is descriptive, and not designed to capture the complex and messy
realities of conversational politics (so to speak). In response, we can understand my argument
here as conditional in form: if one thinks that an important desideratum of semantic theorizing is
its ability to engage with the politics of language use, then one should see my complaint here as a
significant drawback.154 155

5.3.2

Interests Contextualism

It is my contention that unlike conversational contextualism, interests contextualism – and by
extension, Contextualized Pluralism – can model the distinctly harm epistemic generated by
conversational marginalization. To see why this is, we need to first review the fundaments of
interests contextualism. According to interests contextualism, whether an alternative is relevant –
and therefore, whether it affects the truth-conditions of a ‘knowledge’ attribution – depends on
whether the attributor has an objective reason to consider it. Which alternatives an attributor will
have an objective reason to consider, moreover, depends on her practical interests. In normal
situations, the range of alternatives relevant will be those fixed by the community at large –
global interests. In unusually pressing situations, however, alternatives that would normally be
irrelevant are relevant – local interests. What is important here to highlight, however, is that
being an objective reason is not the same as being a reason which is considered. Thus, as
McKenna (2013) puts it:

On the interests contextualist view, there are normative constraints on the effect of
conversational kinematics on the relevance of alternatives. Alternatives that are actually taken
seriously can still be irrelevant, provided those in the context haven’t got a reason to consider
them, and alternatives that are actually ignored can still be relevant, provided those in the

I note here that assuming this kind of constraint on semantic theorizing isn’t unprecedented. Three recent
examples here are K. Lewis (2020), Diaz-Leon (2020) and Ichikawa (2020).
155
This is not to say, however, that all proponents of conversational contextualism reject this desideratum. Ichikawa
(2020) is an exception here. He argues for placing normative constraints on alternatives from within a broadly
conversational contextualist framework. I believe that his view is also vulnerable to my objections here, but
establishing this claim would require a full discussion.
154
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context have got a reason to consider them. There are normative elements - facts about what
alternatives those in the context have a reason to consider - of the conversational score. We
can think of this as a sort of normative scorekeeping.156

On the interests contextualist view, there are certain alternatives we should consider, and certain
alternatives we shouldn’t consider, given our practical interests. Put differently, it places
normative constrains on when an alternative is or isn’t relevant, based on the practical interests
governing the conversational score operative in the context. This is significant, I argue, because
it gives the proponent of interests contextualism the conceptual resources to explain why Sadie in
CLIMATE CHANGE is, in addition to being ethically harmed, harmed in a distinctly epistemic
manner.

Start with the ethical harm. On the interests contextualist picture, we are free to adopt a
Frickerian picture of social identity power. If we do this, we can say that Mustard’s interjection
constitutes an ethical harm against Sadie for the following reason. It is accommodated only on
account of an identity prejudicial relation (what I have called a pernicious norm of
accommodation). On the interests contextualist view, however, we are also in a position to say
that it constitutes an epistemic harm against Sadie. Let me explain. According to the interests
contextualist, all and only those counterpossiblities which the attributor has an objective practical
reason to consider are relevant. And there are two ways an alternative can be objectively
relevant. Either it is part of the globally default range of alternatives required to satisfy a
knowledge attribution that p, or, if the attributor is in a pressing practical situation, it is locally
relevant to the satisfaction of p. However, I argue that the proposition uttered by Mustard in
CLIMATE CHANGE is neither globally or locally relevant, and thus, the conversational
participants lack a reason to see it as relevant to Sadie’s self-attribution of ‘knowledge’ of global
warming. Start with global relevance. I take it that ruling out modally distant conspiracy theories
is not required to satisfy the global truth-conditions of ‘knows’. This would make it difficult to
‘know’ anything, thereby negating the function of knowledge attributions as I understand them
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(along Craigian lines).157 Turn now to local relevance. It is stipulated that the conversation is an
ordinary one, and that the participants are not in an unusually pressing practical situation with
regards to climate change propositions. So, there is no sense in which any of the participants in
the conversation have local interests which have driven up the standard of evidence required to
‘know’ the proposition that climate change is occurring. One might here wonder why this is,
given that Mustard has an interest in the falsity of climate change. Mustard has broad political
interests in the falsity of climate change. I take it that political interests, at least in general, aren’t
the kind of thing which, if false, would have significant and negative practical consequences for
an agent. If Mustard had, for example, bet his life savings on the falsity of climate change, then
perhaps he would have such an objective reason to consider it. But he doesn’t. He’s not in an
unusually pressing practical situation, and so his suggestion that climate change isn’t proven isn’t
locally relevant either.

One upshot of what I have said here is that there is no sense, on the interests contextualist view,
that Mustard has asserted a proposition which is relevant to the conversational participants. He
has said something of which the conversational participants have no objective reason to consider,
given the context. So, unlike Blome-Tillmann, the interests contextualist can explain why
Mustard has harmed Sadie in a distinctly epistemic manner.
On the interests contextualist picture, it’s not the case Sadie’s assertion is rendered false by
means of forced entry. Rather, according to the latter, Sadie’s is forced to retract her assertion,
even though her assertion remains true. It remains true, moreover, because Mustard’s assertion
is merely raised, and not relevant. So, I argue, when Sadie and her peers accommodate what
Mustard says, forcing Sadie to retract, there is a real sense in which her epistemic agency is
denied. She is denied the ability to participate in the conversation in the way she deserves, given
her ‘knowledge’. Interests contextualism, unlike Blome-Tillman’s RPP, distinguishes between
epistemically legitimate and epistemically illegitimate norms of speaker accommodation. On
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I am here, of course, assuming that climate change denial is something akin to a conspiracy theory. This is, I take
it, a well-motivated view, although not entirely uncontroversial.
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Blome-Tillmann’s view, if an alternative is accommodated, it is relevant, full stop. On the
interests contextualist view, by contrast, not all conversationally accommodated alternatives are
relevant. Accommodation and relevance, for instance, come apart in cases of forced entry like
CLIMATE CHANGE. As a result, Interests contextualism has the conceptual resources to show
why such cases of forced entry generate epistemic harm: agents are denied the ability to express
what they ‘know’. More generally, the proponent of interests contextualist can say, therefore,
that unequal social relations have an impact on the ability of agents to contribute to the
‘knowledge’ economy in the way they deserve, given what they ‘know’, or even, perhaps,
stabilize their minds.

With the argument on the table, I want to make an important clarificatory point. One might
object that what I have said here is inconsistent with the interests contextualist view for the
following reason. Interests contextualism holds that an alternative which isn’t objectively
relevant cannot affect the truth-conditions of a ‘knowledge’ attribution. Only objectively relevant
alternatives in a particular context can do so. But above, I suggested that Sadie doesn’t ‘know’
the proposition she utters regarding global warming once Mustard interjects with his alternative,
despite the fact that, by hypothesis, his proffered alternative isn’t objectively relevant, and that
she therefore continues to ‘know’.

This is certainly a legitimate worry, given the shape of the view I am promoting. Fortunately, I
think that the objection can be countered. I maintain that Sadie’s strength of epistemic position
doesn’t shift after Mustard’s interjection. By this, I mean that the domain of counterpossiblities
which she must eliminate in order to satisfy ‘knows’ hasn’t shifted. Consequently, her evidence
is still good enough to satisfy ‘knows’ even after Mustard introduces the counterpossibility.
However, I take it that Sadie doesn’t ‘know’ after Mustard’s interjection because she ceases to
believe what she previously said (belief being a necessary condition for knowledge).158 The

Nagel’s belief encroachment view articulated in her (2010) can be understood as form of interest-relative
invariantism. In higher-stakes situations, subjects are less likely or believe a proposition because they require more
evidence to believe a proposition when a lot is at stake. Because, moreover, belief is a necessary condition on
knowledge, the result is that knowledge is harder to acquire in high-stakes situations.
158
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asymmetry in social and identity power between Mustard and Sadie means that the latter ends up
deferring to the former, and giving up belief in what she previously said. Now of course, such
deference is not obligatory. Given the epistemic illegitimacy of what Mustard has said, Sadie
would be within her rights to dismiss what he has said, and continue to hold that the ‘knows’ the
relevant proposition. But I take it that one of the pernicious elements of a case of conversational
marginalization is that disparities in identity power, and the consequent credibility gaps that they
generate, often induce those in subordinate positions to defer to those with greater authority,
even when it would be epistemically permissible not to do so. Given, moreover, how intertwined
the political is with the kinds of social relation typical of conversational contexts, it is not
implausible to think that this type of deference will be a common occurrence. Consider a helpful
analogy. The situation Sadie finds herself in is not unlike that of the dutiful soldier who, despite
reservations about the efficacy of his commander’s orders, carries them out nevertheless. The
commander’s assertion is a speech-act, and carries with it an illocutionary force159 above and
beyond its content. While the analogy here is imperfect, as Mustard’s assertion isn’t
straightforwardly illocutionary, it does, I maintain, carry some illocutionary force because of
Mustard’s social position. This force is the type of thing which would put pressure on Sadie to
conform or adjust her beliefs to her superior.

5.4

Conclusion

I have been assuming the following constraint on semantic theorizing of the kind engaged in by
epistemic contextualists. They should be able to model forms of socio-political and epistemic
harm which manifest themselves within the linguistic practices epistemic contextualism seeks to
elucidate. I have identified one such epistemic harm – conversational manipulation – and argued
that unlike interests contextualism, conversational contextualism is unable to model it in full.
This is because RPP doesn’t discriminate between legitimate and illegitimate forms of
presuppositional accommodation. As long as an alternative is in fact accommodated, it is
relevant to the conversation. Consequently, RPP cannot model the type of distinctly epistemic

159

The locus classicus on speech acts is Austin (1975), pp.83-164. See also Langton (1993) for an extension of
Austin’s account of speech-acts to gender-based silencing.

144

harm which is done to agents like Sadie, who have their ability to participate in the community
of ‘knowers’ diminished by exercises of identity power. In contrast, Interests contextualism does
in fact discriminate between legitimate and illegitimate forms of presuppositional
accommodation. Accommodation is only legitimate if the alternative is objectively relevant to
the conversational participants. Mustard’s interjection is not objectively relevant, and thus, even
though he is able to introduce it, and Sadie updates her beliefs in light of it, it still constitutes an
illegitimate accommodation. Interests contextualism places normative constraints on whether an
alternative is relevant to a context of attribution, whereas RPP doesn’t. I have argued that this is
an advantage of Interests contextualism over the kind of conversational contextualism advocated
by Blome-Tillmann.

By way of conclusion, I would like to suggest that this discussion might have spill-over
consequences for adjacent areas of research. Take the philosophy of disagreement. Epistemic
contextualists have long been interested in disagreement, because a common objection to the
view is that it cannot capture cases of genuine disagreement. Suppose that two subjects S1 and
S2, disagree about the truth of p. S1 accepts it, S2 rejects it. One way of reading contextualism
has it that if S1 is in a high-standards context, and S2 is in a low-standards context, they are
asserting distinct propositions (because the meaning of ‘knows’ is partially determined by
evidential standards), and thus don’t actually disagree. One way of getting around this putative
problem (Khoo 2017) is to suggest that the disagreement is meta-linguistic – S1 and S2 are
actually disagreeing about what the extension of p should be.160 What I want to suggest here is
that this solution to disagreement assumes something like a Lewisian view of conversational
updating, and thus, we have prima facie reason to think that the kind of conversational updating
involved in disagreement cases is also infected by the kind of pernicious norms of
accommodation identified in this chapter. The underlying reason is that conversational contexts –
and the related mechanisms of updating – are social phenomena, and are thus fraught with
undertones of social realities. As a result, I think that disagreement is only one area where
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identifying the relation between identity power and communal epistemic projects in line with my
argument in this chapter could potentially bear fruit in the future.
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Chapter 6: Why the Craigian Should Be a Contextualist

6.1

Introduction

The version of epistemic contextualism that I developed in chapter three – Interests
Contextualism – is a particular implementation of the Craigian hypothesis that the purpose of
‘knowledge’ attributions is to identify good informants for others. Let me briefly review what
this entails. Interests contextualism combines an epistemic contextualist semantics for ‘knows’
with a function-first account of the nature of knowledge. Whether a subject S ‘knows’, on this
view, depends on the objective practical interests of the attributor. If the objective practical
situation of the attributor is not especially pressing, then the subject of the attribution ‘knows’ iff
she can rule out a default, socially relevant set of alternatives to p. However, if the attributor is in
a particularly pressing practical situation, the subject ‘knows’ iff she can rule out an expanded
range of relevant alternatives. One way of motivating the view is to see the context-sensitive
semantics as a way of modifying the basic Craigian view in light of pressure from Bank-style
cases. The basic Craigian hypothesis, as presented in Craig (1990, 2007), is invariantist in its
semantics. According to Craig, we need reliable information in order for our actions to succeed.
Thus, we need a way of identifying those who possess information which allow us to succeed in
this manner. The term ‘knowledge’, argues Craig, certifies that an agent possesses information of
an epistemic quality sufficient for our needs. Given that we are social creatures, however, we
also have the need to pass information to others, and pool information within our social group
which would allow others to make use of it for their actions. Because we don’t, in general, know
the interests of our interlocutors, however, we need to ensure that our information is reliable
enough for many people. So, through the process of ‘objectivization’, knowledge attributions are
molded by our community into the direction of denoting a general, communal standard:161 an
informant ‘knows’ iff she can rule out all of the not-p possibilities relevant to the community at
large.162 This is the so-called reliable informant standard for knowledge. In response to Bank
cases, I suggested that we should follow McKenna (2013) in fusing this reliable informant view
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of knowledge with a contextualist semantics. The upshot is what I have called Interests
Contextualism:
1. ‘Knowledge’ attributions have context-sensitive truth-conditions. An attribution of
‘knowledge’ to S in C is true iff S can rule out ‘all’ of the alternatives relevant in the
context of attribution.
2. The alternatives that are relevant to a context of attribution are the alternatives that the
attributor has an objective practical reason to consider. Generally, the alternatives that the
attributor will have an objective practical reason to consider will be those that are default
(communally) relevant. However, should the attributor be in an unusually pressing
practical situation, she will have an objective practical reason to consider a wider set of
alternatives.163
The basic idea is that the truth-conditions of ‘knowledge’ attributions are generally governed by
a default, communal standard. However, this communal standard can be swamped by the
especially pressing objective practical interests of the attributor.

As several authors have pointed out (cf. Greco, 2008, Hannon 2013, 2019, Henderson, 2009), the
function-first program provides a new – and principled – motivation for epistemic contextualism:
on the Craigian picture, what constitutes a reliable informant, the suggestion goes, depends on
what informational needs are possessed by the person asking the question (viz. the attributor).
But if we accept this picture, it is natural to think that what constitutes a reliable informant will
be relative to the practical interests of the questioner (attributor). Interests contextualism, I
suggest, constitutes a very good model for capturing this natural thought. The truth-conditions of
‘knowledge’ attributions, on this model, are tailored to the practical interests of an attributor
embedded in an epistemic community. Normally, the informational needs she requires will be
the same requirements of her community. But in some instances, her informational needs will be
greater than the general community of ‘knowers’. Here, the standards for what constitutes a
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reliable informant will be comparatively more stringent. Following McKenna (2013)164, I
suggest that these Craigian considerations generate a principled and independently plausible
motivation for adopting interests contextualism which is independent of the literature on Bankstyle cases (although it should be noted that this contextualist understanding of the Craigian
picture also makes good sense of these intuitions).

It is important to note here, however, that supposing we are committed to the reliable informant
view of knowledge, nothing forces us to adopt a contextualist semantics in the face of the
shifting data generated by the Bank cases. For we could just as easily attempt to accommodate
the shifting data by means of one of the other strategies found in the literature. We could,
assuming that we take the intuitions motivating the shifting data on their face, convert the basic
Craigian view into a form of Interest-Relative Invariantism, or alternatively, we could retain a
simple invariantist semantics and try to accommodate the data using (for instance) a Gricean
pragmatic strategy. In a recent book, Hannon (2019) argues that the Craigian, function-first
account of knowledge sketched out above is in fact neutral between these district strategies for
dealing with the shifting data, as ‘…putative facts about the role of knowledge ascriptions …
do[…] not help us adjudicate between ... contextualism and invariantism’165. His case for this
conclusion hinges, as far as I can see, on the following line of reasoning:

Contextualists and non-skeptical invariantists disagree about whether it is strictly speaking
true to say that [Keith] knows the bank is open [in HIGH] (the former will say it is false, the
latter say it is true). But a fact that is accepted by all parties in this debate is that competent
speakers do regularly affirm instances of ‘S knows p’ in some contexts (i.e. those with low
stakes) and that these same speakers will deny such attributions of knowledge in other
contexts (i.e. those with high stakes) … In other words, these utterances strike people as
natural and appropriate irrespective of whether the semantics of these attributions take a
contextualist or invariantist form. Thus, we may reasonably suppose that if the invariantist
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and contextualist found themselves together facing a situation of the sort described in the
bank scenario, they would be able to get along just fine with each other … what matters to
[Keith] and [Sarah] is not whether [Keith’s] knowledge claim is strictly speaking true or false.
Rather what matters is whether it would be reasonable for them to act on the assertions that
[Keith] knows the bank is open tomorrow.166

My gloss on what he says here is as follows. The Craigian hypothesis is a function-first
hypothesis. It tells us that knowledge is, in the last analysis, actionable information. However, all
parties to the debate about the shifting data agree that Keith can act upon p in LOW, but cannot
act upon p in HIGH. Whether or not this is modelled through semantics or pragmatics is neither
here nor there. As a result, Hannon argues that the debate between those who advocate a
semantic strategy for dealing with the shifting data, and those who advocate a pragmatic strategy
is more or less inconsequential. Whatever way we go, the core insight of the Craigian hypothesis
remains the same. In this chapter, my overall goal is to refute Hannon’s reasoning here. It is my
view that when it comes to modifying the basic Craigian theory of knowledge attributions in the
face of the Bank cases, the debate between the ‘big three’ strategies – contextualism, interestrelative invariantism, and pragmatic invariantism - is anything but inconsequential. For I will
argue that adopting either interest-relative invariantism or pragmatic invariantism saddles the
Craigian with theoretical burdens which do not affect a contextualist implementation. Thus, if I
am correct, these theoretical consequences to help us to adjudicate the debate after all: the
Craigian should adopt the contextualist implementation of Craig’s hypothesis: interests
contextualism.

6.2

Interest-Relative Invariantism

As the name suggests, Interest-Relative Invariantism – or IRI for short – has two components.
The first is semantic invariantism. For concreteness, let us here assume the relevant alternatives
theory of knowledge. A semantic invariantist understanding of the relevant alternatives theory
holds that a subject satisfies the truth-conditions of a knowledge attribution that p iff she can
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eliminate all of the alternatives fixed by her situation. The truth conditions of the attribution
don’t shift with the context of attribution. The second part is interest relativity. According to the
most popular version of IRI167, whether or not a subject satisfies this single knowledge relation
depends on how much is at stake for her. The more that is at stake for her, the harder it will be
for her to know p, because higher stakes expand the set of relevant alternatives she must
eliminate. This is not a form of contextualism, note, because it depends on the subject’s practical
interests and not those of the attributor. In essence, it encodes stakes-sensitivity in the
metaphysics of knowledge attributions, rather than semantics. Perhaps the best way to
understand IRI and contrast it with contextualism is by example. Recall the testimonial bank
cases introduced in section (3.1) of chapter three:
LOW. Keith and his friend Bob are driving to Keith’s house on a Friday afternoon. They are
planning to stop at the bank on the way home so that Keith can deposit a paycheque. It’s not
important that he do so, however, as he has no impending bills. But as they drive, they notice
that the lines inside are very long, as they often are on Friday afternoons. Remarking on the
line, Bob says the following: “Keith, the bank will be open tomorrow, as I was at this bank
two weeks ago on a Saturday.” Realizing that it isn’t important that his paycheque is
deposited right away, and that Bob is extremely trustworthy, Keith accepts what he says. At
this moment, however, Keith’s wife Sarah calls him on his cellphone. She is wondering,
among other things, whether they are stopping at the bank. Keith tells her that they are driving
straight home to avoid the lines. In reply, Sarah says, “Maybe the bank won’t be open
tomorrow; lots of banks are closed Saturdays.” To this, Keith replies: “I know the bank will
be open tomorrow; Bob just told me that he was there two weeks ago on a Saturday. So, I can
deposit my paycheque tomorrow morning”.168
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HIGH. Keith and his friend Bob are driving to Keith’s house on a Friday afternoon. They are
planning to stop at the bank so that Keith can deposit a paycheque. It’s extremely important
that Keith deposit the cheque before Monday, because he has a mortgage payment which, if
left unpaid, will leave his family in a very precarious situation. And of course, banks are
closed Sundays. But as they drive, they notice that the lines inside are very long, as they often
are on Friday afternoons. Remarking on the line, Bob says the following: “Keith, the bank
will be open tomorrow, as I was at this bank two weeks ago on a Saturday.” While it is
extremely important that the cheque be deposited before Monday, Keith trusts Bob, and
decides to take him at his word. At this moment, however, Keith’s wife Sarah calls him on his
cellphone. She is wondering, among other things, whether they are stopping at the bank. Keith
tells her that they are driving straight home to avoid the lines. Knowing how important it is
that Keith deposit the cheque, Sarah reminds him of this fact, and then says, “Banks do
sometimes change their hours at a whim, are you sure it will be open?” Remaining as
confident as he was before that Bob is telling the truth, Keith replies as follows: “Well, no,
while Bob just told me that he was at the bank two weeks ago on a Saturday, I’d better go in
just to make sure.”
Intuitively, on my gloss, while Keith’s self-attribution in LOW is true, his self-denial in HIGH is
also true. I’ve called this the shifting data, and it’s problematic for invariantism for the following
reason. The invariantist holds that the meaning of a knowledge attribution is fixed by the
subject’s epistemic relation to p. As a result, given that it is stipulated that Keith has the same
evidence for his belief that the bank will be open in both LOW and HIGH, and it is intuitive that
he is saying something true when he self-ascribes knowledge in LOW, the invariantist is
committed to holding that Keith would be saying something false if he denied himself
knowledge on the basis of Bob’s word in HIGH. But this is the wrong verdict: qua the shifting
data, we judge that Keith’s self-denial of knowledge in HIGH is true. The proponent of IRI
accommodates the shifting data in the following manner. In LOW, because the costs of the bank
closing are minimal, Keith’s evidence – Bob’s word – is sufficient to rule out the comparatively
small domain of salient error possibilities. So, his self-attribution is correct. In HIGH, however,
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the costs of error make distant error-possibilities salient; possibilities which his evidence can’t
rule out. So here, his self-denial is correct169.

With the basic view outlined, let us turn to consider how to convert the Craigian theory outlined
above into a form of IRI. The basic Craigian thesis of relevance here is the following:

The reliable informant standard for knowledge: to know that p, an agent must be in a strong
enough epistemic position with regards to p to eliminate all of the not-p possibilities that are
relevant to members of the epistemic community that might draw on the agent’s information
at some point.170

The basic idea behind IRI, to recall, is that whether a subject knows a proposition depends on
what’s at stake for her, and this because the knowledge relation encodes stakes sensitivity. Prima
facie, this thesis in in tension with the Craigian hypothesis. This is because it ties stakessensitivity to the subject, rather than her community. However, Grimm (2015) suggests that this
prima facie tension can be overcome. He argues for something he calls a community-sensitive
invariantism.171 The main idea behind community sensitive invariantism is that knowledge
attributions are sensitive to the highest practical stakes of the relevant situation, and this because
the standards must be sensitive to other people who might be said to rely on the relevant belief
for their practical reasoning. However, because we are not privy to how people will use the
relevant information, the threshold required to know a proposition will move towards a level
high enough to respect the practical stakes of typical members of our community.172 So, Grimm
argues that in normal situations, the threshold of evidence required for a subject to know a
proposition p is set by this communal standard. For given the information-pooling function of
knowledge attributions, it is the community which sets the default requirement for actionable
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information. However, in situations where p is very important to a subject, the typical threshold
is overridden. In such situations, stronger evidence – that is, evidence that can rule out a larger
set of relevant alternatives – is required. And this because the higher stakes expand the set of
relevant alternatives beyond those that are typically required for acting on p.173
Grimm’s proposal, I think, provides a fairly plausible way of integrating IRI with the Craigian
function-first hypothesis. It suggests that in normal situations, where the stakes are normal,
agents must meet a communally-determined threshold in order to know a proposition. However,
it also suggests that this communal threshold can be swamped by the practical interests of the
subject, should she occupy a high-stakes situation. Despite this, I will now argue that Grimm’s
version of IRI – Craigian IRI – is inferior to my contextualist implementation of the Craigian
hypothesis. It is inferior, I will maintain, because unlike contextualism it has a great deal of
trouble explaining our intuitions in a certain class of cases. The class of cases I have in mind are
so-called low subject/high attributor cases. As the name suggests, these are cases which feature
two agents, one of which – the attributor – attributes knowledge that p to the second – the
subject. It is stipulated that the attributor is in a high-stakes situation with regards to p, while the
subject is in normal, low-stakes situation towards it. The relevant case I will use is borrowed
from Stanley (2005a):

HIGH ATTRIBUTOR/LOW SUBJECT: Keith and his wife Sarah are driving home on a
Friday afternoon. They plan to stop at the bank on the way home to deposit their paychecks.
Since they have an impending bill coming due, and very little in their account, it is very
important that they deposit their paychecks by Saturday. Keith calls up Bill on his cell phone,
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eliminating sceptical counter-possibilities like this is not part of the typical threshold for acting on p. Suppose now,
however. That the truth of p is now very important to me (perhaps it is the final question in a million-dollar contest).
The high-stakes of p now means that I must have much stronger evidence to use p in order to use p for practical
reasoning. The misprint possibility, for instance, may be relevant. I will need much better evidence given my stakes.
See Grimm (2015), pp. 132-134.
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and asks Bill whether the bank will be open on Saturday. Bill replies by telling Keith, ‘Well, I
was there two weeks ago on a Saturday, and it was open.’ After reporting the discussion to
Sarah, Keith tells her that, since banks do occasionally change their hours, ‘Bill doesn’t really
know that the bank will be open on Saturday.’174

On the canonical reading of the case, which I endorse, it is intuitive that Keith speaks truly when
he says that Bill ‘doesn’t know’ the bank will be open on Saturday. That we find Keith’s denial
here intuitive, however, presents a prima facie problem for the proponent of Craigian IRI. This is
because the proponent of the latter has trouble accommodating this intuition. The reason is as
follows. Unlike contextualism, IRI holds that it is subject’s practical interests which are relevant
to whether or not a knowledge attribution (or denial) is true or false. Thus, given that nothing of
import rides on whether or not the bank is open on Saturdays for Bill’s typical community, if IRI
is true, we should find it intuitive that Keith’s denial is false. For given his low-stakes situation,
Bill doesn’t, we can assume, have to rule out the possibility that the bank has changed its hours
recently. It’s simply not part of the set of alternatives typically required by the general
community in order to act upon his evidence. That we don’t find it false, therefore, is evidence
that IRI is false.175

I say that this is a prima facie problem because several proponents of IRI have proposed
solutions to it. Stanley (2005a) anticipates the problem, and suggests that there is a plausible
story available to the proponent of IRI which explains away the faulty intuitions here. Stanley
suggests that in high-stakes situation, attributors tend to project their own epistemic standards on
to the subject of the attribution. This is because, he argues, attributors in high stakes situations
are generally interested in using knowledge attributions to certify others as (at least potential)
sources of information for their own purposes, rather that the purposes of the ascribee.176 Thus,
because Keith is in a high stakes situation, he is interested in discerning whether Bill knows p, if
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Stanley (2005a), pg. 5.
Cf. McKenna (2013, pp. 163-166.
176
Cf. Stanley (2005a) pp. 101-103 and McKenna (2013), pg. 163-164.
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Bill had the practical interests that he does.177 I will call Stanley’s strategy the projection
strategy. This strategy amounts to an error-theoretic explanation of the case. Attributors have a
general and systematic tendency to erroneously project their practical interests on to the ascribee.
This is in contrast to the contextualist, who holds that the attributor correctly ‘projects’ her
practical interests on to the ascribee.178 The relevant question here, then, is whether we have any
reason to prefer interests contextualism to Stanley’s projection strategy. I argue that we do. My
argument is as follows. Stanley’s explanation of the problematic case appeals to the idea that we
have a tendency to want to see our higher-stakes situation as relevant to the person we are
assessing. In this sense, it runs parallel to the interests contextualist explanation, which predicts
that Keith – as attributor – says something true in denying that Bill ‘knows’ because Bill’s
evidence isn’t strong enough for his – Keith’s – practical interests. However, it diverges from
interests contextualism in suggesting that this practice is nothing more than a systematic error,
presumably generated by some kind of cognitive bias or maladapted heuristic. By contrast, the
proponent of interests contextualism doesn’t have to appeal to systematic error. Rather, the
explanation of this case simply falls out of the general Craigian hypothesis regarding the central
purposes of knowledge attributions as a kind of social institution or practice. The idea is the
following. Because ‘knowledge’ is to flag reliable informants, and what is relevant information
depends on who requests the information, the Craigian can say that the attributor can take her
own position, if her own interests are relevant, or can evaluate the information vis-à-vis the
interests of a third party, if she is assessing the information relative to the third party’s situation.
Here, Keith is interested in Bill’s information qua his own purposes. Had he been interested in
Bill’s practical interests, the interests contextualist can suggest that he should say that Bill
‘knows’. But this isn’t the case. interests contextualism gets it right here.

At this point, the defender of IRI might suggest that the appeal to an error-theoretic explanation
of the high-attributor-low subject cases doesn’t provide the basis for an argument in favour of
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Stanley (2005a), pg. 102.
I say ‘projects’ because on the contextualist view, there is no literal psychological projection in the explanation.
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contextualism. This is because another type of case requires the contextualist to appeal to similar
considerations. These are so-called low-attributor, high subject cases:

LOW ATTRIBUTOR/HIGH SUBJECT: Keith and his wife Sarah are driving home on a
Friday afternoon. They plan to stop at the bank on the way home to deposit a cheque. Since
they have an impending bill, and very little in their account, it’s very important that they
deposit their cheque by Saturday. Two weeks earlier, on a Saturday, Keith went to the bank,
where Jill saw him. Sarah points out to Keith that banks do change their hours, and Keith
responds, ‘That's a good point. I guess I don't really know that the bank will be open on
Saturday.’ Coincidentally, Jill is thinking of going to the bank on Saturday, just for fun, to see
if she meets Keith there. Nothing is at stake for Jill, and she knows nothing of Keith's
situation. Wondering whether Keith will be there, Jill utters to a friend, ‘Well, Keith was at
the bank two weeks ago on a Saturday. So, he knows the bank will be open on Saturday’.179

According to Stanley, this type of case presents a problem for contextualism but not for the
proponent of IRI. His intuition is that Jill’s attribution of knowledge to Keith is false. IRI has a
straightforward explanation as to why this is: the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions shift
depending on the subject’s practical situation. And given the import of cashing the cheque,
Keith’s evidence can’t eliminate the alternative that the bank has changed hours. According to
Stanley, however, the contextualist is committed to rejecting this intuition, because on the
contextualist account the truth-conditions of knowledge attributions depend on what is salient to
the attributor.180 Thus, given that the possibility that the bank has changed hours isn’t salient to
Jill, then presumably Keith’s evidence will be good enough in Jill’s context for the latter’s
attribution of ‘knowledge’ to Keith to come out true. Thus, the contextualist is here supposedly
forced to explain away the intuition error-theoretically, in the same way as the proponent of IRI
does in the previous case. So, any advantage for contextualism is illusory. Rather, they are at a
dialectical par when it comes to this class of cases.

I take inspiration here from DeRose’s third person bank cases. I just change the stakes for the attributor and the
subject. See (2009), pp. 4-5.
180
Stanley, 2005a, pg. 115-116.
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What to say about this argument? Stanley, it will be noted, assumes that the contextualist will
have adopted a salience-sensitivity account for modelling shifts in the truth-conditions of
‘knowledge’ attributions. And if we go with this assumption, his argument does have some
weight. Jill isn’t taking the possibility that the bank has changed hours seriously (for she’s
simply not considering it at all). In response, however, adopting a salience-sensitivity model isn’t
mandatory for the contextualist. Indeed, Contextualized Pluralism is a form of interests
contextualism, which, as we have seen, endorses stakes sensitivity. And following McKenna
(2013, 2014), moreover, I argue that Stanley’s case doesn’t pose a problem for interests
contextualism. The reason is as follows. According to the interests contextualist, the function of
knowledge is to flag good informants. Generally, we want to discern whether the potential
informant is a reliable source qua our own practical interests. However, this will not always be
so. Sometimes, we will be interested in discerning whether someone is a reliable source of
information qua some other party’s interests and plans. We might, for instance, be asked to
assess someone by a third-party who isn’t present.181 Notice, however, that this insight means
that the proponent of Contextualized Pluralism can read Stanley’s case in two distinct ways. On
the one hand, we can understand Jill’s attribution as functioning to flag that Keith is a good
informant qua Keith’s practical interests. If we read the case in this way, we can agree with
Stanley’s intuition that her attribution of ‘knowledge’ is false. Keith is in a high-stakes situation,
so the evidence Jill is assessing won’t be sufficient to eliminate ‘all’ relevant alternatives. On the
other, however, we can understand Jill’s attribution as functioning to flag that Keith is a good
informant qua Jill’s practical interests. Here, the proponent of interests contextualism will reject
Stanley’s intuition. For if Jill is assessing Keith’s evidence relative to her own, low-stakes,
practical interests, it seems like he will be in a position to ‘know’ the relevant proposition.182 For
his evidence can eliminate ‘all’ of the mundane, communally default relevant alternatives. My
contention here, therefore, is that Interests Contextualism gives the right intuitive verdict about
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McKenna (2013), pp. 166-167.
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each of the disambiguated versions of Stanley’s case, and therefore (unlike conversational
contextualism) doesn’t have to fall back on an error-theoretic explanation of our intuitions here.

To sum up my discussion here, it is my contention that while the IRI explanation of the HIGH
ATTRIBUTOR/LOW SUBJECT case must appeal to systematic error in our general linguistic
practices, Interests Contextualism does not have to fall back on an error-theory to explain the
HIGH SUBJECT/LOW ATTRIBUTOR cases. Thus, given that the proponent of IRI doesn’t
provide us with a more general motivation for the psychology of error-projection, it has an air of
ad hocness that Interests Contextualism doesn’t share. For the Interests Contextualist explains
away the HIGH SUBJECT/LOW ATTRIBUTOR cases by means of a well-motivated theoretical
commitment to the Craigian hypothesis. Thus, I conclude that Interests contextualism is therefore
superior.

6.3

Moderate Pragmatic Invariantism

Moderate pragmatic invariantism, or MPI for short, has three components.183 The first is
semantic invariantism, which has already been covered. The second component is moderatism:
the set of alternatives which the subject must be able to rule out is not particularly large, meaning
that most of our everyday knowledge attributions come out as true. The third component is
pragmatic content: according to theories of pragmatic communication like Grice (1989),
speakers sometimes adhere to norms of conversational cooperation like relevance by expressing
propositions which, although literally false, are recognized by listeners to make a relevant
contribution to the conversation.184 Proponents of MPI put these three components together to
generate a view such that while the meaning of knowledge attributions is fixed across all
contexts, the pragmatic content of such attributions shift. Let’s make this more specific.
According to MPI, the meaning of knowledge attributions are invariant, and return a moderate

MPI is terminology I’ve taken from Blome-Tillmann (2013a), pp. 4293-4294. It is also sometimes referred to as
Interest-Relative Invariantism or Gricean invariantism in the literature.
184
According to H.P. Grice, there is a general norm of conversational cooperation (the cooperative principle) which
governs conversations. The norm commits speakers to cooperate with the general aims and purposes of a particular
exchange. For more, see Grice (1989), pg. 26.
183
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set of alternatives. Let us call these the epistemically relevant alternatives. Part of what it is for a
subject to know on this view is to eliminate all epistemically relevant alternatives:

(1) S know that p if S can eliminate every not-p world that is epistemically relevant.

However, they also hold that there is a distinct, context sensitive set of conversationally salient
alternatives that knowledge attributions, over and above their literal meaning, pragmatically
communicate:
(2) S knows that p if S can eliminate every not-p world that is conversationally salient.185

What alternatives are conversationally salient is context-sensitive, the account goes, because they
depend on the practical purposes of the particular conversation of which a token attribution is
embedded: the higher the stakes, the larger the set of relevant alternatives. In high-stakes
conversations, then, certain counterpossiblities can be conversationally salient even though they
are not epistemically relevant. Thus, assuming that listeners track the truth-conditions of what is
pragmatically conveyed by sentences rather than what is semantically expressed, it can be
considerably more difficult to satisfy the truth-conditions pragmatically conveyed by a
knowledge attribution in in a high-stakes situation, even if the subject’s evidence can eliminate
every epistemically relevant alternatives.186

Proponents of MPI deploy the distinction between what a knowledge attribution pragmatically
conveys from what it semantically expresses as a means of explaining the bank case data. The
idea is as follows. In LOW, Keith’s self-attribution is true. For his evidence is good enough to
rule out all of the epistemically salient alternatives, and, given that not much is at stake for him,
it is also good enough to rule out all of the conversationally salient alternatives. Turn now to
HIGH. Here, because Keith’s evidence is identical, and the set of epistemically relevant worlds
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For this exposition, I am borrowing from Blome-Tillmann (2013a), pp. 4305-4306 and Rysiew (2001), pp. 487488.
186
Blome-Tillmann (2013a), pp. 4306-4307.
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doesn’t shift, Keith is still in a position to satisfy the literal truth conditions of a self-attribution
of knowledge. However, given that he is now in a high-stakes situation, an utterance of ‘I know
the bank will be open’ would be conversationally misleading. For it would pragmatically convey
that he can rule out all of the conversationally salient alternatives. However, he can’t. Thus, he
instead asserts ‘I don’t know that the bank will be open’, which, while strictly speaking false,
pragmatically conveys the truth that he can’t rule out all of the conversationally salient
alternatives. Prima facie, this is a plausible strategy. It allows the defender of MPI to maintain
that the literal truth-conditions of knowledge attributions are semantically invariant, while
simultaneously maintaining that the truth-conditions of what they pragmatically impart is
context-sensitive.

With the view summarized, let us turn to the question of how it could be combined with the
reliable informant model of knowledge in order to explain away the problematic shifting data. To
recall, the basic idea is that a subject knows p if he can eliminate all of the not-p possibilities that
are relevant to members of his epistemic community which might rely on him for information
that p. Combining this idea with a broadly Gricean pragmatics generates the following view,
which we can call moderate communal pragmatic invariantism or MCPI. Knowledge attributions
semantically express that the subject can eliminate a communally determined and contextually
invariant set of epistemically relevant alternatives. However, knowledge attributions
pragmatically convey that the subject can eliminate whatever alternatives are salient given his
practical stakes.187 As a result, there will be certain situations, namely high-stakes situations,
where it will be considerably harder to rule out all of the conversationally salient alternative than
it will to rule out the communally relevant alternatives. We then get the same explanation of the
bank case data as we do with generic forms of MPI. While Keith’s self-denial in HIGH is strictly
speaking false (because his evidence eliminates the communally determined alternatives), it
pragmatically conveys the truth that his evidence can’t rule out all of the salient alternatives.188
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188

Ibid.
Cf. Hannon, (2019), pp. 168-169.
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Let me move now to my objection to MCPI. On the Gricean picture of pragmatics, the non-literal
meaning of a proposition is understood as a conversational implicature. It is a content which is
inferred by the audience by means of conversational context and a mutually recognized and
adhered to cooperative principle, which directs speakers to make their assertions conform to the
purposes of the exchange.189 To get a better grip on this, let us consider one of Grice’s examples
from his (1975). Suppose A is standing in front of his car, with the hood open. He has a jerry can
in one hand. B pulls his car up and gets out. A then says:
(3) I’ve run out of gas. Is there a garage nearby?

Suppose B then replies by saying:
(4) There’s one around the corner.
According to Grice, because this is a situation in which it’s not conversationally relevant simply
whether there is a garage around the corner, B’s utterance (assuming that he’s cooperative)
conversationally implicates (5):
(5) [There’s one around the corner, and it’s open.]

Despite only semantically expressing (4). For the conversational purpose of (4) is to help A get
gas, and this obviously requires an open gas station.190 As a means of supporting this
interpretation, Grice asks us to consider the same situation except that the gas station around the
corner is closed. Here, Grice argues, B would say something intuitively incorrect if he uttered
(4), and this could only be so if (5) is the intended implicature. This leads us to another feature of
implicatures: cancellability. To get a handle on this, suppose that B knows that the garage around
the corner is closed. So, in response to A, B says:
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Grice, (1989), pp. 25-33.
Grice, (1975), pg. 66.
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(5*) There’s one around the corner, but it’s closed.

According to Grice, by uttering (5*), B cancels the implication that the garage is open. More
generally, suppose a speaker implicates p by an utterance. Cancellability implies that for any p,
the speaker can felicitously cancel it by adding some sort of clause like ‘not-p’ to his
utterance.191

This brings me to my objection to the communal version of pragmatic invariantism. If it is in fact
the case that knowledge attributions made in high-stakes situations trigger Gricean implicatures,
then these implicatures should be felicitously cancellable. For cancellability is seen as a robust
feature of implicature. However, borrowing here from Dimmock & Huevnes (2014), what we
find is that when it comes to knowledge attributions, these putative implicatures are not
felicitously cancellable.192 Let me explain. As we have seen, the pragmatic invariantist
explanation of the bank cases holds that in HIGH, were Keith to say ‘I know that the bank will
be open’, he would be saying something that, while strictly speaking true, triggers a false
implicature. For it would implicate that he has enough evidence to rule out the conversationally
salient alternatives, which (it is stipulated) he doesn’t. That being the case, however, Keith
should, therefore be able to felicitously cancel that implicature by instead saying something like
the following:

(6) I know that the bank will be open, but I cannot rule out that it has changed its hours.

Or perhaps
(7) I know that the bank will be open, but my evidence isn’t strong enough for us to rely on it
being open for our practical purposes.193
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Cf. Dimmock and Huevnes (2014), pp. 3247-3248.
Ibid. pg. 3248-3249.
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As far as I’m concerned, however, neither (6) nor (7) are felicitous. In fact, both of then strike
me as similar to saying ‘p but not-p’. That these hedged assertions don’t seem felicitous,
therefore, is linguistic evidence that the putative implicatures do not exist. By contrast, a
contextualist implementation of the reliable informant theory of knowledge avoids this problem.
Because the contextualist accounts for the shifting data in terms of truth-conditions rather than
pragmatics, the cancellability problem simply doesn’t arise for it. For it doesn’t attempt to
explain away the problematic data in terms of a Gricean implicature. Rather, because the data is
explained by means of the truth-conditions of the relevant propositions, the contextualist is not
forced to take (6) or (7) seriously. I take this to be an advantage for the latter over the proponent
of MPI.

6.4

Conclusion

If what I have said in 6.2 and 6.3 is sound, Hannon fails to establish that, at least as far as the
Craigian (or function-first) theory of knowledge attributions goes, the debate between
contextualism, IRI and pragmatic invariantism is of no practical consequence. For these sections
establish that there are, in fact, significant theoretical cots to be had by the Craigian if she adopts
either IRI or pragmatic invariantism; costs which she avoids by adopting a contextualism
implementation. On the one hand, if she adopts IRI, she is committed to holding that there is
deep and systematic error in our everyday linguistic practices, which is a significant theoretical
cost. Contextualism avoids this commitment. On the other hand, if she adopts pragmatic
invariantism, she is committed to endorsing a type of implicature which runs counter to our
linguistic intuitions across two types of case. This another theoretical cost avoided by the
contextualist. As a result, I conclude that it is false to think that the Craigian theory of knowledge
attributions is neutral with regards to the question of whether it should deploy a semantic or a
pragmatic strategy in the face of Bank cases (and other, similar cases). Rather, once we weigh
other theoretical commitments, we can see that contextualism is, for those sympathetic to the
Craigian account of knowledge, the superior choice.
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