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Abstract

This paper assesses John McDowell’s disjunctivist epistemology of testimony.
Having outlined the elements of testimonial disjunctivism, it then seeks to locate
testimonial disjunctivism in the broader landscape of traditional reductionist and
anti-reductionist theories in the epistemology of testimony. Contrary to the pre-
vailing view, which identifies McDowell’s view of testimony as a version of anti-
reductionism, it is argued here that testimonial disjunctivism has just as much in com-
mon with the traditional reductionism as it does with traditional anti-reductionism.
Moreover, it is argued that the differences between traditional anti-reductionism and
testimonial disjunctivism offer the latter a line of response to the objections promi-
nently raised against traditional anti-reductionism.

1.

The central thesis of epistemological disjunctivism is that it is possible for a subject’s
knowledge to be grounded in a reason that is both (i) factive and (ii) reflectively ac-
cessible to the subject. Traditionally, discussions of epistemological disjunctivism have
focused on the question of perceptual knowledge. In discussion epistemological dis-
junctivism, Duncan Pritchard makes the following suggestive comment:

It may well be possible to offer a variant of epistemological disjunctivism
which is applicable to knowledge in general (Pritchard 2012, p. 13).

A notable exception to the rule that discussions of epistemological disjunctivism focus on
knowledge from perception is John McDowell’s (1998b) discussion of the epistemology
of testimony. McDowell offers a disjunctivist view of knowledge from testimony that is
based on a disjunctivist view of perceptual knowledge.

*This paper has had a remarkably long gestation period and I have received a lot of help from a lot
of people along the way. Thanks to Charlotte Alderwick, Casey Doyle, Paul Faulkner, Carl Fox, Rachel
Fraser, Miranda Fricker, Paul Giladi, Sandy Goldberg, Joseph Milburn, Duncan Pritchard, the Mind and
World Reading Group at the University of Sheffield, and audiences in Copenhagen and Paris.
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This paper examines the plausibility of McDowell’s disjunctivist epistemology of tes-
timony. It begins with an identification of the key elements of McDowell’s view before
moving to the question of where it fits into the landscape of traditional reductionist and
anti-reductionist theories. Contrary to the prevailing view, it is argued that McDowell’s
testimonial disjunctivism has just as much in common with traditional reductionist views
in the epistemology of testimony as it does with traditional anti-reductionist views. This
point becomes particularly significant when it transpires that the testimonial disjunc-
tivist’s distinctive commitments give her a line of response to arguments prominently
developed against anti-reductionism that is not available to traditional anti-reductionists.

2.

According to epistemological disjunctivism, a subject’s knowledge can be grounded in
a reason that is both factive and reflectively accessible to the subject.1 Applied to the
epistemology of testimony, this amounts to the view that a listener can come to know
the truth of what a speaker says on the basis of some reason that is incompatible with
the falsity of her belief and that the listener is aware of. The first part of McDowell’s
testimonial disjunctivism involves the identification of a factive reason that can be made
available by a speaker’s testimony:

The epistemic standing one can acquire in conversation is that of having
heard from one’s interlocutor that things are thus and so. One cannot count
as having heard from someone that things are thus and so unless, by virtue of
understanding what the person says, one is in a position to know that things
are that way. If it turns out that things are not that way, or that although they
are, the person from whom one took oneself to have heard it did not know
it, one cannot persist in the claim that one heard from him that things are
that way, but must retreat to the claim that one heard him say that they are
(McDowell 1998b, p. 433-434).

A listener’s knowledge of the truth of what a speaker says can thus be grounded in the
fact that she heard it from the speaker that things are thus and so. Having heard from
someone that things are thus and so is factive and thus grounds knowledge. By contrast,
having heard someone say that things are thus and so is not and thus does not ground
knowledge. Testimony thus sometimes makes available a factive reason that grounds

1Epistemological disjunctivism is to be distinguished frommetaphysical disjunctivism, according to which
a perceptual experience is to be understood fundamentally as either an instance of seeing or an instance
of hallucination. Classic statements of metaphysical disjunctivism are given by Hinton (1973), McDowell
(1998a; 1998c), Martin (2002; 2006), and Snowdon (1980-1981; 1990). My own view is that, in metaphysical
terms, disjunctivism about testimony is substantially more plausible than disjunctivism about perception.
I take this to be exemplified in the work of Ross (1986), Moran (2005) and Hinchman (2005), who argue
for important differences between testimony and other paradigmatic types of evidence, though I shall not
argue for this here. For more on this view, see Wright (2018).
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knowledge and sometimes makes available a non-factive reason that does not ground
knowledge.

The obvious next question is when a listener has a factive reason available to her and
when she does not. In McDowell’s terms, the question is when a listener is in a position
of having heard from someone that things are thus and so and when she is merely in a
position of hearing from a speaker that things are thus and so and when she is merely in
a position of having heard a speaker say that things are thus and so. McDowell’s account
of this is given in the following:

The idea of knowledge by testimony is that if a knower gives intelligible ex-
pression to his knowledge, he puts it into the public domain, where it can be
picked up by those who can understand the expression, as long as the op-
portunity is not closed to them because it would be doxastically irresponsible
to believe the speaker (McDowell 1998b, p. 438).

There are two central components to this. The first is that knowledge from testimony
involves the speaker’s testimony facilitating the transfer of her knowledge to a listener
through the expression of her knowledge. A speaker, according to McDowell, gives
expression to her knowledge and it is this same knowledge that is picked up by the
listener. Giving expression to one’s knowledge is plausibly more than simply saying
what one knows. Rather, it involves saying what one knows because one knows it.2 The
second is that the listener comes to acquire the speaker’s knowledge only when believing
the speaker’s testimony is not doxastically irresponsible. If a listener is aware of reasons
for thinking that the speaker is untrustworthy, these prevent the listener from acquiring
the speaker’s knowledge, even if it is made available by the speaker’s testimony.3

It is important that McDowell’s disjunctivism does not maintain that factive reasons
are always made available to a listener in a case of testimony. Rather, they are made
available only in a limited range of cases. In a similar spirit, Pritchard’s discussion of
epistemological disjunctivism claims that a perceiving subject’s knowledge is grounded
in a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her only in cases where the situation
is objectively good in that the subject’s perceptual processes are reliable and situated in
an environment conducive to their reliable functioning and subjectively good in that the
subject is not aware of any reasons for doubting the belief in question or the reliability
of her perceptual processes (Pritchard 2012, pp. 29-30).

With the nature of the factive reason that McDowell believes can ground knowledge
from testimony and an account of the conditions under which it can do so in view, the
remaining question is why this reason should be thought to be reflectively accessible to
the listener. McDowell’s reason for thinking that this is the case is broadly transcendental.
If factive reasons cannot be reflectively accessible to a listener, then the consequence is

2See Owens (2006), Wright (2018).
3See Ginsborg (2006).
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not merely that knowledge from testimony is impossible. Rather, the consequence is
that our thoughts fail to be about the world at all.

McDowell’s makes this point in the discussion of epistemological disjunctivism about
perceptual knowledge. According to McDowell:

If we conceive what we want to think of as the space of concepts, the realm
of thought, in a way that alienates it so radically from the merely material
that we seem to be faced with those familiar modern problems of reconciling
the subjective with the objective, we undermine our right to think of it as the
realm of thought at all. When we set it off so radically from the objective
world, we lose our right to think of moves within the space we are picturing
as content-involving. So we Stop being able to picture it as the space of
concepts. Everything goes dark in the interior as we picture it (McDowell,
2002, p. 409).

Factive reasons being reflectively accessible to a subject is thus a corollary of our thoughts
being about the world at all. One might think that, even if this is plausible with respect to
perceptual knowledge, it remains an open question whether or not this is plausible with
respect to knowledge from testimony. Perceptual knowledge, one might think, is fun-
damental in a way that knowledge from testimony is not. Hence it does not follow from
the fact that our thoughts being about the world at all depends on perceptual knowledge
being grounded in factive reasons that are reflectively accessible that something similar
is true of testimony.

On closer inspection, however, this becomes difficult to maintain. As Strawson points
out, our comprehension of what we perceive depends on concepts acquired through
testimony:

In any community of language-users, perception, memory, and testimony
are not only equally essential to the construction of the belief-or-knowledge-
systems of its members. It is also true that all three are on an equal footing
in that there is no possibility of a general reductive analysis of any one of
the three in terms of the others, supplemented by inference. The interde-
pendence of all does not entail the reducibility of any. If we (often) know,
directly and immediately, what our eyes tell us, then we (often) know, no
less directly and immediately, what other people tell us (Strawson, 2011, p.
190).

Insofar as testimony is no less fundamental that perception, the transcendental argument
developed with respect to perceptual knowledge applies equally to knowledge from
testimony.

We thus have the contours of McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism in view. According
to McDowell’s disjunctivist epistemology of testimony, knowledge from testimony can be
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grounded in a factive reason. The factive reason is the fact that the listener heard from
the subject that things are thus and so. Moreover, this reason should be thought to be
reflectively accessible to the listener because this is required not merely for the possibility
of knowledge, but for the possibility of our thoughts being about the world at all. The
range of cases in which a listener’s knowledge is grounded in such a reason is limited,
however, to cases in which a speaker’s testimony is an expression of her knowledge and
the listener is not irresponsible in believing the speaker’s testimony.

3.

So much for the outline of McDowell’s view. The next order of business is to establish
the place that McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism occupies in the landscape of theo-
ries in the epistemology of testimony. Existing discussions from Jennifer Lackey (2008)
and Paul Faulkner (2011) situate McDowell’s view squarely in the anti-reductionist tra-
dition. The case for doing so rests on two observations. The first is that, like traditional
anti-reductionism, McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism maintains that knowledge from
testimony involves the transmission of knowledge from speaker to listener. The second
is that both traditional anti-reductionism and testimonial disjunctivism rejects the claim
that knowledge from testimony depends on a listener being aware of the kind of reasons
that traditional reductionist views emphasise the importance of.

The assimilation of McDowell’s view and anti-reductionism on these grounds, how-
ever, is premature. On closer inspection, the apparent similarities between testimonial
disjunctivism and anti-reductionism turn out to be superficial—a veil for disagreement
between the two views. Moreover, for all the similarities between McDowell’s view and
traditional anti-reductionism, there are important point of agreement between McDowel’s
view and traditional reductionism. The result is that, in much the same way that dis-
junctivism about knowledge in general occupies a space between traditional internalist
and externalist theories, McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism occupies a space between
traditional reductionism and anti-reductionism.

In the epistemology of testimony, the terms ‘reductionism’ and ‘anti-reductionism’ are
terms of art that resist precise definition. They were introduced in the 1990’s—around
the time of the first publication of McDowell’s presentation of testimonial disjunctivism—
to distinguish theories that claim that knowledge from testimony depends on a listener
being aware of reasons for believing what a speaker says from those that do not. Since
then, however, the terms have been used in various different ways by various different
authors to make various different points about knowledge from testimony. Most recently,
the epistemology of testimony has sought to explore the territory between and beyond
the traditional positions.4

4For varying definitions of reductionism and anti-reductionism, compare Fricker (1994), Lackey (2008),
and Faulkner (2011). Where Faulkner and Lackey seek to explore the ground between the traditional
positions, Hinchman (2005), Moran (2005), and McMyler (2011) seek to explore the territory beyond reduc-
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Nonetheless, an idea of what is at stake between traditional reductionist and anti-
reductionist views of testimony can be gained by considering two views of testimony
from the time of the initial publication of McDowell’s disjunctivist approach. The first
is the reductionist view developed by Elizabeth Fricker (1994; 1995). The second is the
anti-reductionist view developed by Tyler Burge (1993). Both views have been devel-
oped since their initial formulations.5 And other theories along similar lines have been
developed.6

The views developed by Fricker and Burge respectively, however, constitute paradig-
matic versions of reductionism and anti-reductionism. The disagreement over exactly
what the difference between reductionism and anti-reductionism notwithstanding, it is
generally agreed that the early statement of Fricker’s view constitutes a reductionist the-
ory and the early statement of Burge’s view constitutes an anti-reductionist theory. These
can thus be used as landmarks to situate McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism.

According to Fricker’s view, knowledge from testimony is the product of a listener
formulating a theory of why a speaker said what she did on an occasion in question. As
Fricker puts it:

[T]he primary task for the hearer is to construct enough of a theory of the
speaker, and relevant portions of her past and present environment, to ex-
plain her utterance: to render it comprehensible why she made that assertion,
on that occasion (Fricker, 1994, p. 149).

When the listener’s theory of why the speaker said what she did on the occasion in
question features the truth of what the speaker says, the listener’s provides her with a
reason for believing what the speaker says. It is this reason that grounds knowledge
from testimony. But the listener’s theory cannot be constructed in a vacuum. Rather, it
is to be constructed from the listener’s monitoring the speaker’s testimony for signs of
truth or falsity.

A speaker’s testimony might be false either because the speaker is insincere, or be-
cause the speaker is incompetent. According to Fricker, a listener is typically able to
discern signs of insincerity and incompetence when she is told something by a speaker.
As a result, a listener monitoring a speaker for signs of insincerity and incompetence
and finding none provides her with a reason for thinking that the speaker’s testimony is
true. The reliability of the monitoring process grounds the listener’s theory of why the
speaker said what she did and the listener’s theory of why the speaker said what she did
grounds the listener’s knowledge.

Fricker’s view maintains that knowledge from testimony is grounded in reasons for
believing the speaker’s testimony that a listener is aware of. A consequence of this is

tionism and anti-reductionism.
5See Fricker (2006a; 2006b; 2015a; 2015b; 2017), Burge (1997; 2013)
6Other reductionist views are given by Adler (1994), Barnett (2015), Fumerton (2006) and Malmgren

(2006). Other anti-reductionist views are given by Dummett (1996), Owens (2000), and Wright (2018).
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that if the listener is not aware of reasons for believing the speaker’s testimony, then
she cannot come to know the truth of what the speaker says by believing her testimony.
Hence Fricker maintains that believing what a speaker says without being aware of
reasons for doing so exhibits gullibility, which is an epistemic vice and does not result
in knowledge.

By contrast, Burge’s anti-reductionism maintains that a listener coming to know the
truth of what a speaker says does not depend on her being aware of reasons for believing
the speaker’s testimony. Burge encapsulates this in the Acceptance Principle, which
states that:

A person is apriori entitled to accept a proposition that is presented as true
and that is intelligible to him, unless there are stronger reasons not to do
so, because it is prima facie preserved (received) from a rational source, or
resource for reason; reliance on rational sources—or resources for reason—
is, other things equal, necessary to the function of reason (Burge, 1993, p.
469).

Importantly, a listener being entitled to believe what a speaker says does not depend on
the listener being aware of why she is so entitled or even that she is so entitled. Contrary
to Fricker’s reductionism, Burge’s anti-reductionism maintains that a listener can come
to know the truth of what a speaker says even if she is not aware of reasons for believing
the speaker’s testimony. A consequence of this is that Burge’s view cannot claim that
knowledge from testimony is grounded in reasons for believing a speaker’s testimony
that a listener is aware of.

Where Fricker’s reductionist takes it that knowledge from testimony is grounded in
reasons that a listener is aware of, Burge’s anti-reductionism takes it that knowledge
from testimony can be a matter of transmission. The idea is that a listener can acquire a
speaker’s knowledge in a case where her belief is not the product of her reasoning about
the relationship between the speaker’s testimony and the truth of what she says. Burge
does not maintain that this is what usually happens in cases of testimony, but insists that
this is at least possible.

The central difference between Fricker’s reductionism and Burge’s anti-reductionism
thus concerns cases in which a listener is not aware of reasons for believing a speaker’s
testimony. According to Fricker’s reductionism, a listener believing what a speaker says
in such a case amounts to gullibility and is not a way of coming to know the truth of
what the speaker says. Knowledge from testimony is grounded in reasons that a listener
is aware of, so the absence of such reasons means an absence of knowledge. According
to Burge’s anti-reductionism, a listener can come to know the truth of what a speaker
says in such a case. The speaker’s knowledge can be transmitted to the listener, the
result being that the listener’s knowledge is grounded in reasons beyond those that she
is aware of.
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It is easy enough to see why McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism is often placed
in the anti-reductionist tradition. Like Burge’s anti-reductionism, McDowell’s testimonial
disjunctivism maintains that knowledge is transmitted from speaker to listener. More-
over, like Burge’s anti-reductionism, McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism maintains that
a listener can come to know the truth of what a speaker says without being aware of
the kind of reasons for believing the speaker’s testimony that Fricker’s reductionist view
identifies. These are the two main reasons for situating McDowell’s testimonial disjunc-
tivism in the anti-reductionist tradition. But to do so on these grounds is premature.

Lackey notes that a consequence of transmission theories, such as the one that Burge
develops, is that a listener’s knowledge can be explained in terms of transmission only
if the speaker is in a position to know the truth of what she says. But this is equally
true of McDowell’s disjunctivist theory. A listener’s knowledge being grounded in the
distinctive factive reason that McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism identifies depends
on the speaker’s testimony being an expression of her knowledge. This is possible only
if the speaker knows the truth of what she says. Hence Lackey observes that there
is an important similarity between McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism and the anti-
reductionism developed by Burge (Lackey 2008, p. 39).

Faulkner makes a similar point in identifying McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism
as an anti-reductionist theory. According to McDowell’s view, a speaker’s testimony
puts a listener in the same state of informedness as the speaker with respect to what
the speaker says. Hence the speaker’s testimony making a factive reason available to
a listener depends on the speaker herself being in possession of a factive reason for
believing what she says. In much the same way, the transmission of knowledge depends
on the speaker being in a position to know the truth of what she says. Faulkner thus
identifies McDowell’s view as similar to Burge’s anti-reductionism (Faulkner 2011, p.
106).

Viewed in a certain light, there is clearly an important point of agreement between
Burge’s anti-reductionism and McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism here. Whilst it is
true that both theories maintain that testimony can transmit knowledge from speaker to
listener, their reasons for thinking this are quite different. And this difference amounts
to an equally important point of disagreement between the anti-reductionist and the
testimonial disjunctivist.

For the anti-reductionist, the reason for endorsing transmission comes from the idea
that knowledge can be grounded in something that is not reflectively accessible to a
subject. The anti-reductionist accepts that a listener can come to know the truth of what
a speaker says by believing her testimony without being aware of reasons for doing
so. Hence the anti-reductionist accepts transmission on the grounds that the epistemic
grounds that underpin knowledge from testimony can extend beyond that which the
listener is reflectively accessible to the listener.

The case with the disjunctivist, however, is different. The disjunctivist endorsement
of transmission is the product of thinking that a speaker’s testimony can make a factive

8



reason reflectively accessible to a listener. Unlike the anti-reductionist, the disjunctivist’s
endorsement of transmission is not the product of thinking that the epistemic grounds
that underpin knowledge from testimony might extend beyond that which is reflectively
accessible to the listener. The testimonial disjunctivist maintains that only that which is
reflectively accessible to the listener can ground knowledge.

Not only does this point mark an important difference between the testimonial dis-
junctivist and the anti-reductionist, it marks an important similarity between the tes-
timonial disjunctivist and the reductionist. Both the testimonial disjunctivist and the
reductionist maintain that knowledge from testimony is grounded only in reasons that
are reflectively accessible to the listener. The difference between the testimonial dis-
junctivist and the reductionist is a disagreement over whether or not factive reasons are
reflectively accessible to a listener in a case of knowledge from testimony. Where the
reductionist thinks that they are not, the disjunctivist thinks that they are.

This is connected to the second point of similarity between the anti-reductionist and
the testimonial disjunctivist. Both the anti-reductionist and the testimonial disjunctivist
maintain that a listener can come to know the truth of what a knowledgeable speaker
says on the basis of an entitlement to believe the speaker’s testimony. Equally, both
the anti-reductionist and the testimonial disjunctivist maintain that the epistemology of
testimony is not to be explained in terms of the kind of reasons for believing the speaker’s
testimony that Fricker’s reductionism identifies.

Both Lackey and Faulkner identify this as a point of commonality between Burge’s
anti-reductionism and McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism. Lackey points out that Mc-
Dowell’s claim that a listener can pick up knowledge that is made available by a speaker’s
testimony as long as she is not doxastically irresponsible in believing what the speaker
says (Lackey 2008, p. 40). This observation is given additional force by the observation
that McDowell’s vocabulary does make reference to entitlements. According to McDow-
ell ‘[s]omeone who can truly make a claim of that [“I see that...”] form has an entitlement,
incompatible with any possibility of falsehood, to a claim whose content is given by the
embedded proposition. The entitlement consists in the visual availability to her of the
fact she would affirm in making that claim’ (McDowell 2002, p. 98). Individuals thus
enjoy an entitlement to appeal to factive premises, on McDowell’s view. Faulkner also
notes that this aligns McDowell’s view with the anti-reductionist tradition (Faulkner 2011,
pp. 101-102).

As with the previous point of agreement, however, the similarity masks a deeper point
of disagreement. Whilst it is true that both the anti-reductionist and the testimonial dis-
junctivist accept that a listener can be entitled to believe the truth of what a speaker says
without being aware of the kind of reasons that Fricker’s reductionism identifies, their
entitlements differ in important ways. Most importantly, Burge’s Acceptance Principle
maintains that a listener can be entitled to believe what a speaker tells her even if the
speaker’s testimony is false. The listener’s entitlement does not derive from particular
facts about the speaker’s testimony and thus constitutes a general entitlement to believe
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what speakers say unless one is aware of reasons against doing so.
McDowell’s entitlement is different. Note that, for McDowell, someone has an en-

titlement that consists in the visual availability to her of the fact that she would affirm
in making the claim. In other words, it is exactly because the case is one that makes a
factive reason reflectively accessible to a listener that she has the entitlement McDowell
mentions. In discussing a case where a tourist is told by a local the whereabouts of the
cathedral, McDowell states that ‘the tourist is entitled to his belief about where the cathe-
dral is […] but I do not think that is because he is exercising a general presumption of
sincerity and competence’ (McDowell 1998b, p. 218, n. 211). Where the anti-reductionist
accepts that a listener might have an entitlement to believe what a speaker says when
her testimony is not true, the testimonial disjunctivist does not.

Again, this is indicative of deeper point of similarity between the disjunctivist and the
reductionist. Neither the reductionist nor the disjunctivist thinks that a listener is entitled
to believe what a speaker says if she is not aware of reasons for doing so. Whilst the
disjunctivist accepts that a listener might come to know the truth of what a speaker tells
her on the basis of an entitlement, the cases in which the disjunctivist claims that the
listener has such an entitlement are all and only those cases in which the disjunctivist
claims that the listener has a factive reason reflectively accessible to her. Hence the
reductionist and the anti-reductionist agree that a listener is not entitled to believe a
speaker’s testimony in a case where she is not aware of reasons for doing so. And this
is an important point of agreement.

Lastly, whilst it is true that both the anti-reductionist and the testimonial disjunctivist
maintain that the epistemology of testimony is not to be explained in terms of the reasons
for believing a speaker’s testimony that Fricker’s reductionism identifies, their reasons for
doing so are—again—quite different. Where Burge’s anti-reductionism maintains that a
listener can come to know the truth of what a speaker says on the basis of the kind of
reasons that Fricker’s reductionism identifies, McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism does
not. According to the anti-reductionist, the kind of reasons Fricker’s reductionism iden-
tifies can ground knowledge, but not all knowledge from testimony is grounded in this
way. Reductionist reasons are, for the anti-reductionist, sufficient but not necessary for
knowledge from testimony. For the testimonial disjunctivist, they are neither necessary
nor sufficient.

According to McDowell, the kind of reasons that Fricker’s reductionism identifies are
not sufficient for knowledge. In the case of the tourist coming to know the whereabouts
of the cathedral, McDowell states that the kind of reasons that Fricker identifies cannot
ground knowledge:

If the tourist’s title to know depends on the best argument he can muster
for the proposition he believes, and the premises of the argument leave it
open that his supposed informant is not giving expression to knowledge,
then surely the verdict ought to be that for all the tourist knows the cathedral
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is somewhere else (McDowell, 1998b, p. 419).

Whilst there is agreement between the anti-reductionist and the testimonial disjunctivist,
this agreement masks substantial disagreement. The testimonial disjunctivist’s reason for
thinking that the epistemology of testimony should not be understood in terms of the
reasons that Fricker’s reductionism identifies is that to think of the epistemology of testi-
mony in these terms is to settle for non-factive reasons when factive reasons are available.
McDowell explicitly states agreement with Fricker’s view on the subject of knowledge
from testimony being grounded only in reasons that are reflectively accessible to the
listener. The difference between McDowell’s disjunctivism and Fricker’s reductionism is
a disagreement over the scope of what reasons are reflectively accessible to the listener.
But on this point, Fricker’s reductionism agrees with Burge’s anti-reductionism.

Ultimately, whilst it is true that there are points of agreement between McDowell’s
testimonial disjunctivism and the traditional anti-reductionism developed by Burge, these
do not amount to a decisive case for thinking of testimonial disjunctivism as a version of
anti-reductionism. This is because there are also important points of similarity between
the testimonial disjunctivist and the traditional reductionist view developed by Fricker.
In the same way that disjunctivism about knowledge in general aligns precisely with
neither traditional internalist nor traditional externalist views of knowledge, testimonial
disjunctivism occupies a space in between traditional reductionist and anti-reductionist
views of testimony.

4.

The purpose of establishing the place of testimonial disjunctivism in the landscape of tra-
ditional theories goes beyond exegesis. Understanding where testimonial disjunctivism
fits into the broader landscape of reductionist and anti-reductionist views is crucial to
understanding how testimonial disjunctivism withstands the arguments that have been
developed against traditional anti-reductionism. The differences between testimonial dis-
junctivism and anti-reductionism illustrate why the disjunctivist position is not so easily
dismissed as its critics maintain.

Faulkner argues against testimonial disjunctivism on the grounds that the kind of
factive reasons that the disjunctivist describes are straightforwardly not available to a
listener in a case of testimony. Faulkner’s objection is based on the following statement:

Let me—the author, Paul Faulkner—tell you something about myself. When
I was schoolboy I was a member of Phoenix Athletic Club. And I came third
in the school senior cross-country race (Faulkner 2011, p. 132).

One of the statements is true and an expression of knowledge. The other is a lie. But, as
Faulkner points out, it is not obvious which is which. Each statement seems as plausible
as the other. Contra testimonial disjunctivism, then, it seems that there is no reason
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available to the listener that is both reflectively accessible and distinctive to the case that
is an expression of knowledge.

This seems to impugn the testimonial disjunctivist claim that a listener’s knowledge
can be grounded in reflectively accessible factive reasons. Since one of the statements
is true and an expression of knowledge, it seems to make a factive reason available to a
listener. But no such reason seems to be available. Faulkner thus concludes that, even
if epistemological disjunctivism is plausible with respect to knowledge from perception,
it is not plausible with respect to knowledge from testimony. In Faulkner’s words:

The testimonially presented fact just does not ‘impress itself’ in the way that
perceptually presented facts do. As such, it is just not plausible to suppose
the knowledge of my high school years that the former testimony makes
available to you makes it reasonable for you to believe that I am telling the
truth with this statement (Faulkner 2011, p. 132).

Faulkner’s description of the phenomenology is surely accurate. But there is reason
to think that the case does not undermine McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism. The
central point of McDowell’s observations in motivating testimonial disjunctivism is to
show that it is possible for a listener’s knowledge to be grounded in a factive reason that
is reflectively accessible to her. The fact that no such reason is available in Faulkner’s
case undermines McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism only if the case is one in which
McDowell’s disjunctivist view maintains that there is a factive reason made reflectively
accessible reason to the listener. But there is reason to think that it is not.

Note that, in the case Faulkner describes, the true statement is presented with an
accompanying false statement that is indistinguishable from it. One might think that this
fact means that the case is not one in which a factive reason is made reflectively accessible
to a listener. Compare the case that Faulkner presents with the case presented by Alvin
Goldman (1976) in which someone sees the only barn in an environment containing
various convincing facsimiles. In Goldman’s case, it is intuitive that the subject does not
know that there is a barn in front of her because the environment is such that she might
easily have formed a false belief in this way. This is so because of the presence of the
facsimiles.

When Faulkner presents us with two statements, one of which is an expression of
knowledge and the other is a lie, the case is similar. There is a true statement and there
is a lie disguised as a truth. In such a situation, one might think that it is doubtful that a
listener can come to know the fact reported in the true statement in much the same way
that it is doubtful that the subject can come to know that there is barn before her in the
case Goldman describes. As such, the case does not undermine McDowell’s testimonial
disjunctivism. Even if it is true that no factive reason is made reflectively accessible in
the case Faulkner presents, it does not follow from this that a factive reason is never
made reflectively accessible to the listener.
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This point becomes vivid in Pritchard’s discussion of epistemological disjunctivism.
According to Pritchard, the cases in which a subject’s knowledge is grounded in a reason
that is both factive and reflectively accessible to her are those cases that are paradigm
cases of perceptual knowledge. A case is a paradigm case, according to Pritchard, just in
case the epistemic situation is both objectively and subjectively good. In the context of
perception, a case is objectively good just in case the cognitive processes in the subject
are ones that reliably give rise to true beliefs and are situated in an environment that
is conducive to their doing so and is subjectively good just in case the subject is not in
possession of reasons that entail that she ought to doubt the belief in question (Pritchard
2012, pp. 29-30). The idea is that this type of case is, by anyone’s standards, a central
case of perceptual knowledge.

Applied to the case of the barn facsimiles, the idea is that the subject does not come
to know on the basis of a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her because the
epistemic situation is not good objectively. The subject is not in an environment that is
conducive to her cognitive processes functioning reliably. Something similar is plausibly
true of the case Faulkner presents. The epistemic situation is not good objectively since
the listener is faced by a true statement and a false statement and is unable to distinguish
between them. As such, the disjunctivist can reject the claim that the speaker’s testimony
makes available to the listener a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her.

Something similar is true of the objection to traditional anti-reductionist views pre-
sented by Lackey. The argument Lackey develops involves a case of someone finding
what appears to her to be a diary dropped by an alien. Inside, it appears to be written
that, whilst exploring Earth, some of the inhabitants of the alien’s home planet have been
eaten by tigers. The subject treats the apparent diary entry as an instance of testimony
and takes it at face value, thereby coming to believe that tigers have eaten some of the
inhabitants of the alien’s planet.

Against anti-reductionism, Lackey notes that the view that the subject can come to
know the truth of what she reads in this way is highly unintuitive. Whilst the case against
disjunctivism specifically is implicit, one might note that the fact that the subject cannot
come to know entails that the subject cannot come to know on the basis of a factive
reason that is reflectively accessible to her. Intuitively, the subject cannot come to know
the truth of what she reads because there are various problematic possibilities that she is
unable to rule out. The possibility of standard alien practice being to produce works that
would appear to be diaries but are actually works of science fiction is one. The possibility
of aliens using a language superficially similar to English but with different semantic
content is another. Whilst the writing is in fact a statement and is in fact an expression of
the alien’s knowledge, the listener has no reason for ruling out these various possibilities.
Hence Lackey concludes that ‘it seems plainly irrational epistemically for him to form
the belief in question on the basis of the alien’s testimony’ (Lackey 2008, p. 169).

In responding to this objection, the disjunctivist has resources available that her anti-
reductionist counterpart does not. The anti-reductionist must maintain that the claim
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that the subject cannot come to know in this case by reading the diary is mistaken. By
contrast, the disjunctivist can deny that the case in question is one in which the listener
has an entitlement to believe what she reads. Since McDowell’s disjunctivism maintains
that someone has an entitlement to her belief only in those cases in which a factive
reason is reflectively accessible to her, the disjunctivist can maintain that the case in
question is not one in which the subject is entitled to her belief.

Various features of the case show that it is not the kind of paradigm case in which the
disjunctivist is committed to thinking that the listener is entitled to her belief. These are
just the same features that Lackey draws attention to in motivating the intuition that the
subject does not come to know based on reading the diary. The subject’s unfamiliarity
with the type of testimony produced gives us reason for thinking that this is not the kind
of case in which the disjunctivist thinks that a listener’s knowledge is grounded in a
reflectively accessible factive reason. It seems as though McDowell’s central thesis—that
there are cases in which knowledge from testimony can be grounded in a factive reason
that is reflectively accessible to the listener—survives the observation that the case that
Lackey describes is not such a case.

As such, it might seem as though the objection from Lackey misses its intended
target. One might point out that the case that Lackey describes meets the conditions
that McDowell sets out. In writing the diary entry, the speaker does give expression to
her knowledge and, in doing so, puts it into the public domain. And the listener is not
aware of any consideration against believing that some of the inhabitants of the alien’s
planet have been eaten by tigers, the opportunity to acquire the speaker’s knowledge is
not closed to the listener because believing what is written in the diary is doxastically
irresponsible. In light of this, one might doubt whether McDowell’s disjunctivism can
resist the objection by maintaining that the case that Lackey describes is outside the
scope of cases in which a listener’s knowledge is grounded in a factive reason that is
reflectively accessible to her.

Even if this counter were successful, it would only establish that the kind of condi-
tions that McDowell misidentifies the conditions under which a listener’s knowledge is
grounded in a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her. This, however, is a rel-
atively minor objection. The central thesis of testimonial disjunctivism is that a listener’s
knowledge can be grounded in a reason that is both factive and reflectively accessible
to her. And it would seem that this can be maintained even if McDowell’s account of the
conditions under which this is the case is mistaken.

It therefore seems as though this strategy for undermining testimonial disjunctivism
is unlikely to be successful. Testimonial disjunctivism is not to be undermined on the
grounds of a straightforward counterexample involving a case in which a listener is
confronted by a true statement and an indistinguishable false statement. Nor is it to
be undermined on the basis of a case in which a listener intuitively does not come to
know what the speaker says but, according to McDowell’s testimonial disjunctivism, is
in possession of a reflectively accessible reason for her belief. Whilst these cases might
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show that the details of McDowell’s view are problematic, they do not show that the
general idea behind testimonial disjunctivism is false.

5.

The foregoing discussion indicates that there might be grounds for optimism concerning
the viability of testimonial disjunctivism. There are important differences between testi-
monial disjunctivism and anti-reductionism and these differences mean that the former is
equipped with resources for responding to objections that the latter lacks. Nonetheless, I
am unable to give epistemological disjunctivism a wholehearted endorsement. Like other
epistemological disjunctivist views of knowledge from other sources, the epistemologi-
cal disjunctivist view of testimony maintains that it is possible for a subject’s knowledge
to be grounded in a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her. The fact that
the disjunctivist maintains that this is only so in a limited range of cases allows her to
respond to the objections based on straightforward counterexamples can thus be evaded
by maintaining that those cases are not the kind of case in which a subject’s knowledge
is grounded in a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her.

A problem for testimonial disjunctivism, however, emerges with the difficulty with
giving a positive account of the type of case in which a listener’s knowledge is grounded
in a factive reason that is reflectively accessible to her. As we have seen, McDowell
describes the kind of case in question as one in which a speaker’s testimony is an ex-
pression of her knowledge and the listener is not doxastically irresponsible in believing
the speaker’s testimony. This is the application to the epistemology of testimony of a
more general idea that Pritchard expresses as the view that the case must be good both
subjectively and objectively. The idea is that, given that the case is good both subjec-
tively and objectively, the fact that the subject is in a position to know will be accepted
by any non-sceptical epistemology. But there are problems with specifying what a case
being good both subjectively and objectively amounts to in the case of the epistemology
of testimony.

More specifically, there are problems with specifying what it means to say that a
case is good subjectively. McDowell’s idea is that a case being subjectively good is a
matter of the listener believing the speaker’s testimony without thereby being doxastically
irresponsible. And this is naturally taken to involve the listener not being aware of
countervailing considerations. Understood in this way, however, it is highly controversial
that avoiding doxastic irresponsibility is sufficient to make a case subjectively good.
Those who reject traditional anti-reductionism deny that a listener being unaware of
reasons against believing what the speaker says is sufficient for the avoidance of doxastic
irresponsibility.

Faulkner, for example, argues that a listener cannot come to know the truth of what
a speaker says so unless she is in possession of the kind of reasons for believing the
speaker’s testimony that the reductionist describes. According to Faulkner, speakers and
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listeners enter into conversations with practical interests—speakers want to be believed
and listeners want to find out the truth. More generally, however, the interests of speakers
and listeners conflict—speakers want to be believed whether or not they are telling the
truth and listeners want to believe speakers only when they tell the truth. This conflict
of interests, Faulkner argues, means that a listener believing what a speaker says without
being aware of reasons for doing so is irrational (Faulkner, 2011, p. 6).

In light of this, it is tempting to think McDowell’s notion of doxastic irresponsibility
might be understood in the context of testimony as a listener being aware of reasons for
believing what the speaker says. Understood in this way, however, a different problem
arises. In a situation where the listener comes to know the truth of what a speaker
says on the basis of reasons for believing the speaker that she is aware of—the kind of
reasons that Faulkner’s argument concerning practical interests motivates—it seems that
the listener’s knowledge is not grounded in the speaker’s testimony, but in the reasons
that she uses in forming her belief. Lackey describes a case in which someone forms a
belief in what a speaker says on the basis of reasons for thinking that she (the listener)
is capable of distinguishing between true and false statements. But in such a situation,
Lackey notes, the speaker’s testimony ‘simply drops out of the epistemic picture’ (Lackey,
2008, p. 92).

The result is that there is a dilemma for the testimonial disjunctivist. Understanding
testimonial disjunctivism as an epistemological theory of testimony at all depends on the
testimonial disjunctivist being able to say something about the kind of case in which a
listener’s knowledge is grounded in a reason that is both factive and reflectively accessible
to her. The idea that the kind of case might be one in which the epistemic situation is both
subjectively good and objectively good is an attractive starting point. But disagreement
over what makes a testimonial situation subjectively good prevents us from seeing with
sufficient clarity the kind of case that the disjunctivist has in mind.

It is this concern that means that, whilst there is reason for optimism concerning the
application of epistemological disjunctivism to the domain of testimony, this optimism is
to be tempered with a degree of caution. Since the considerations invoked by Faulkner
in support of the claim that a listener coming to know the truth of what a speaker tells
her depends on the listener being aware of reasons for believing the speaker’s testimony
are distinctive to the epistemology of testimony or, at any rate, do not apply in the case
of perception, the problem for testimonial disjunctivism has no analogue in the case of
perception. Thus, whilst there are good reasons for thinking that an epistemological
disjunctivist theory of knowledge from testimony is worthy of serious consideration,
there are also reasons for thinking that such a view faces faces problems beyond those
that its perceptual analogue faces.
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