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Membership in a highly networked society like our own has its privileges.  It also has its responsibilities.  Many of these are of course moral in nature, and evaluative discussions about the networked society frequently involve the moral voice.  In this paper I will speak in the epistemological –theory-of-knowledge-related– voice.  My broad concern is with the individual’s place in a networked society from the point of view of the social acquisition and transmission of warranted belief – that is, the sort of belief that, if true, amounts to knowledge.  More specifically, I want to discuss a form of epistemic responsibility wrapped up with the phenomenon testimony – something of crucial importance for the proper functioning of any networked society.  Following recent epistemological literature, I here use ‘testimony’ as a catch-all term for public offerings of one’s word that something is the case, and not in the more popular sense of offerings in a formal, legal context.


I will begin by laying out two main epistemological approaches to testimony as a source of warranted belief: reductionism and antireductionism.  Reductionism about testimony places certain demands on the recipient of testimony that antireductionism does not.  Reductionism also, I will argue, places certain demands on the testifier that antireductionism does not: the two approaches have different implications when it comes a testifier’s responsibility to identify herself, and hence shed her anonymity.  The worry that will emerge is that, given the difficulty of deciding between these two approaches, the current state of affairs in epistemology has little to offer by way of secure advice on the sorts of anonymity constraints a networked society can place on its testifiers.  This worry can be mitigated to some extent, I will further argue, upon recognition of the fact that the two approaches stand on common ground when it comes to cases of known testimonial conflict: they both imply that when a testifier knows that her testimony conflicts with that of other agents, she is epistemically constrained to shed her anonymity in important respects.

I


The question about reduction in the epistemology of testimony is whether, in some important sense, the warrant of testimonial belief reduces to that of other beliefs typed according to source – perceptual, memorial, introspective, and rational.  Starting with the claim that testimonial warrant is dependent in a way that these other sorts of warrant are not, reductionists go on to argue that it reduces to these other sorts.  Generally speaking, it seems that an agent could not have testimonial warrant for believing a proposition p unless someone had non-testimonial warrant for believing that p, but yet that an agent could have non-testimonial warrant for believing that p without anyone having testimonial warrant for believing that p.  I couldn’t, for example, have whatever testimonial warrant I do for believing that Caesar crossed the Rubicon unless someone –Caesar and his troops, in the first instance– had perceptual and memorial warrant for believing the very same thing; nevertheless, Caesar himself could surely have had perceptual and memorial warrant for believing that proposition specifically, without anyone having testified about it at the time.  Dependence considerations of this sort point to the reducibility of testimonial warrant, according to the reductionists.  Antireductionists demur.  Dependence, in their view, does not suffice for reduction.


The ‘some important sense’ in the question about whether testimonial warrant in some important sense reduces to non-testimonial warrant is important, for it points to significantly different forms of reduction.  There is, for example, a debate about the global reduction of testimonial warrant.  Here the concern is with competing accounts of testimonial warrant in general.
  If, for example, all testimonial warrant is to be analysed in terms of conditions involving other sorts of warrant, we would seem to have a global reduction of testimonial warrant to the other sorts: testimonial warrant across the board would turn out to be a species of perceptual, rational, etc. warrant, in the same way that knowledge turns out to be a species of belief – and hence reducible to belief of a certain sort – on various traditional analyses of knowledge, e.g. as justified true belief.


A common objection raised by antireductionists in the face of any such attempted global reduction rests on the observation that, first, in order for an agent to satisfy the conditions of the reductionist analysis, she would have to be a cognitive agent; second, in order to count as a cognitive agent, she would already have to be in possession of an enormous number of warranted beliefs about matters conceptual and linguistic; and, third, the warrant of many of these conceptual-linguistic beliefs could only be acquired through testimony.
   The force of this objection thus leads some in the reductionist camp to look for other, less general but still quite important, forms of reduction.  Elizabeth Fricker (1994, 1995), for example, suggests that the crucial issue is that of local reduction.  Here the concern is with the conditions under which mature epistemic agents –already possessed of the sorts of warranted belief to which the antireductionists’ objection adverts– can come to acquire (new) testimonial warrant.


I take it to be clear that when it comes to the issue of global reduction, the antireductionists have won the day.  So my concern here is with the issue of local reduction.  How, more fully, might we characterize the reductionist and antireductionist approaches when it comes to local issue?

            Local reductionists share a commitment to something like the account given below in (RTW), where ‘H’ ranges only over mature epistemic agents, and where ‘non-testimonial sources’ means warranted-belief-sources other than the relevant speaker’s testimony:

RTW
A hearer H warrantedly believes that p through a speaker S’s testimony that p only if (1) S testified that p, (2) S is trustworthy with respect to her testimony that p, (3) H warrantedly believes, through her non-testimonial sources, that S testified that p, (4) H warrantedly believes, through her non-testimonial sources, that S is trustworthy with respect to her testimony that p, and (5) H infers that p from the beliefs mentioned in the previous two conditions.
The account is reductionist because it views the warrant of a mature hearer’s testimonial beliefs as a species of the warrant delivered by her non-testimonial sources.  The account is local because it takes no stand on the nature of testimonial warrant in general.


Local antireductionists, by contrast, favour the sort of account captured below in (ATW), again letting ‘H’ range only over mature epistemic agents, and ‘non-testimonial sources’ indicate sources other than the relevant speaker’s testimony:

ATW
A hearer H warrantedly believes that p through a speaker S’s testimony that p only if (1) S is trustworthy with respect to her testimony that p, (2) because S testified that p, H believes that p, and (3) H is not warranted in believing that S is untrustworthy
 with respect to her testimony that p.
This account is antireductionist because it does not seek to reduce a mature hearer’s testimonial warrant to the warrant of her non-testimonial sources.

II


The local reductionist’s account of testimonial warrant thus requires that a mature epistemic agent verify, in whatever sense is required for warranted belief, the trustworthiness of a speaker before believing the speaker’s testimony.  The verification, according to Fricker, will proceed along two dimensions: it will involve confirmation of the speaker’s sincerity and her competence. (Fricker 1994: 147ff)  The hearer must acquire some perceptual, rational, etc. warrant to the effect that the speaker is not lying or otherwise purposely misleading on that particular occasion of testimony, as well as similar warrant to the effect that the speaker knows whereof she speaks.  In Fricker’s terminology, the reductionist demands of the mature agent that she always take the critical attitude of “monitoring” a speaker for signs of insincerity and incompetence. (Fricker 1994: 150-4 and 1995: 404-6)
  The local antireductionist’s account requires nothing so demanding of the hearer.  Simply believing a speaker who is in fact sincere and competent in the absence of any good reason to think that she is not needn’t come close to verifying that she is.


But the verification that local reductionism demands in turn demands something significant by way of identification of the speaker.  At the very least, it requires the mature agent whose belief that p is warranted through the testimony of the speaker that she, the hearer, identify the speaker as one who is sincere and competent with respect to her testimony that p.


What might be involved in the identification of a speaker as one who is so sincere and competent?  To make some headway on this question, consider the following types of personal identification distinguished by the prominent sociologist Gary Marx (2001).
  Legal name identification involves warranted beliefs about an individual’s legal name.  Linked pseudonym identification requires warranted beliefs about the non-legal names of an individual that can be linked to her legal name and other identifying features of her.  For example, if I already know that the Internet chatroom handle ‘WizardofOz112' is used by John Smith of 112 Dorothy Lane, Wichita, and I acquire evidence that you have that handle, I may thereby identify you in the linked pseudonym fashion.  Non-linked pseudonym identification involves warranted beliefs about the non-legal names of an individual that cannot be linked in this way.  Finding out that you have the aforementioned handle in a situation where I am clueless about your legal name, where you live and work, etc., would be an example of this sort of identification.  Location identification involves warranted beliefs about an individual’s geographical location or environmental situation, residential address, and/or proximity to relevant events.  Behavior pattern identification requires warranted beliefs about an individual’s distinctive behavior patterns, e.g. what sorts of chatrooms she frequents, where she does her shopping, her charity donations to date, etc.  Social association identification requires warranted beliefs about an individual’s membership in, or affiliation with, social groups.  Answers to questions like whether the individual is a member of AA, a student at a given university, married, a member of this or that political party, etc. will be the relevant ones here.  Finally, symbolic eligibility identification involves warranted beliefs about an individual’s tokens of membership in a social group.  If you wear the right sort of uniform, I may identify you as a member of the local city police force on that basis.  Type in the right password, and someone else may identify you as a member of FBI.



The three types of nominal identity would seem less relevant in connection with the verification of a speaker as sincere and competent with respect to her testimony that p.  Or, at any rate, the identification of a speaker’s names or pseudonyms would seem to have a bearing on the trustworthiness of her testimony only in virtue of her identification along other the other lines indicated.  So I will not be concerned with the nominal identification types here.


I suggest that the local reductionist’s approach to testimonial warrant carries with it the implication that identification of the speaker along the lines of the remaining four types is a necessary condition on a mature agent’s having warrant through the speaker’s testimony.  That is, on the local reductionist account, if a mature epistemic agent warrantedly believes that p through a speaker’s testimony that p, then the hearer has identified the speaker along the lines of location, behaviour pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility.


By way of support for this claim, consider what Fricker suggests as the typical ways in which the hearer verifies the speaker’s sincerity and competence, and hence trustworthiness.  The verification may, according to Fricker, occasionally involve ampliative inference from past cases in which the speaker has testified to similar things, and for which the hearer has had independent confirmation / disconfirmation. (Fricker 1994: 148) Pretty clearly, this would at least involve identification along the lines of behaviour pattern: the speaker is identified in terms of her past assertoric and other linguistic performance.  Such things as social affiliation identification would moreover seem to be involved as well, at least minimally.  In thinking, correctly, of the speaker as one who has in the past proved quite reliable in her testimonial deliverances, one would ipso facto categorize her as member of one’s circle of sincere and competent acquaintances on matters of the relevant sort.


More typically, in Fricker’s view, the verification will involve the postulation of “at least a fragment of a psychological theory” of the speaker – an “ascription of beliefs, desires and other mental states and character traits” of the speaker that would tentatively, at least, explain why the speaker has testified that p. (Fricker 1994: 148-9) And the rudimentary “data” for such theory ascription will contain observed clues such as the mannerisms and gestures of the speaker at the time of speaking, her local circumstances, and so on.  Here there would be no escape from momentary behavior pattern and location identification.  And the postulation of the rudimentary psychological theory would itself at least seem to require a rudimentary form of social affiliation identification (“she’s one of my reliable sources on this topic at this time”, etc.).  Indeed, data for the theory might involve such simple facts as the dress of the speaker, the best explanation for which might at the time be that the speaker has lots of relevant knowledge –the speaker is, say, dressed in the physician’s white coat– which would itself bring in symbolic eligibility identification.


Consonantly with Fricker’s observations, it is worth drawing on Goldman (2001: 93ff) to note that the following sorts of warranted belief about a testifier will be typical of the effort to establish her trustworthiness as a testifier about the relevant matters:

(1) Warranted beliefs about the testifier’s verbal and other bodily activity at the time of testifying.

(2) Warranted beliefs about the number of other testifiers who manifest (dis)agreement with the testifier.

(3) Warranted beliefs about the credentials and endorsements of the testifier, e.g. institutional backing, training evaluations, publication record, and others’ testimony about her competence.

(4) Warranted beliefs about biasing interests of the testifier.
(5) Warranted beliefs about the past track-record of the testifier in testifying to matters of a similar sort.

Each sort of warranted belief here would seem to involve one or more of the four relevant types of identification singled out by Marx.  Location identification would no doubt be involved in (1), behavior pattern identification in (1) and (5), social affiliation identification in (2), (3) and (4), and symbolic eligibility identification in (3).


Corresponding to the various types of identification just canvassed are various types of anonymity.  These will include location anonymity – the lack of warranted beliefs about an individual’s geographical location or address, behavior pattern anonymity – the lack of warranted beliefs about an individual’s distinctive behavior patterns, social affiliation anonymity – the lack of warranted beliefs about an individual’s membership in social groups, and symbolic eligibility anonymity – the lack of warranted beliefs about an individual’s tokens of membership in a social group.  With these types of anonymity in mind, we are in a position to note a direct implication of local reductionist’s commitment to the necessity of the hearer’s identification of a speaker: on the local reductionist account, if a mature epistemic agent is warranted in believing that p through a speaker’s testimony that p, then the speaker is not entirely anonymous to the agent along the relevant lines.  That is, the agent has identified the speaker either in terms of location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility.

III


One of the primary purposes of argumentation – the public offering of reasons to believe – is that of convincing an audience to believe.  The same holds true of testimony: a (though not necessarily the) primary purpose of offering one’s word that p is to convince another that p.  Moreover, epistemic responsibility, far from being restricted to the belief-forming processes of the epistemically responsible agent, would seem to extend to others with whom the agent has doxastic (i.e. belief-related) contact – those with whom the agent interacts with the intention of modifying their doxastic commitments.  There are self-directed and other-directed aspects to moral responsibility in general: compare the moral responsibility to foster in oneself the disposition to be appalled at gratuitous suffering, on the one hand, with the moral responsibility not to inflict such suffering on others, or with the moral responsibility to train one’s children to be appalled at and not inflict such suffering, on the other.  Similarly, there are other-directed aspects to epistemic responsibility as well as self-directed ones.  Taking measures to ensure that one’s own beliefs are warranted is a self-directed aspect of epistemic responsibility; taking measures to ensure that the beliefs that others acquire through one’s doxastic contact with them are warranted is an other-directed aspect of epistemic responsibility.  That there are such other-directed aspects of being an epistemically responsible agent is, I think, what explains the disgust one may have upon discovering that those in positions of epistemic authority –academic instructors, for example– are encouraging those under their authority –students, say– to adopt unreliable belief-forming processes.  Thus, the epistemically responsible speaker who testifies that p with the aim of convincing her hearer(s) that p through her testimony that p also has the goal of causing her hearer(s) warrantedly to believe that p through her testimony that p.


Consider now a general point about instrumental rationality.  There is clearly some normative failure involved in the case of an agent who, having a certain end, nonetheless refuses to take the means within her power to meet whatever requirements there are for achieving that end.  If my goal is successfully to complete the upcoming Boston Marathon, and yet I slough off all training for the event, I am doing what I ought not, relative to my goal.  If I aim to set an example of academic integrity for my students, while allowing myself the indulgences of sloppy grading and lecturing, questionable romantic relationships with some of my students, nasty and unkind remarks to others, etc., I am acting wrongly, from (at least!) the point of view of achieving my aim.  Thus, if an agent has the goal of bringing about a given end, she ought (instrumentally) to ensure that whatever conditions are necessary for bringing about that end are satisfied.


Sections I and II traced the connection between local reductionism about testimonial warrant and the need to shed anonymity: on the local reductionist’s account, a necessary condition on the mature epistemic agent’s being warranted in believing that p through a speaker’s testimony that p is that the speaker not be anonymous to the agent along the lines of location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, and symbolic eligibility.  Taken together with the two points just made, viz. that the epistemically responsible speaker who testifies that p with the goal of convincing her hearer(s) that p though her testimony that p has the (further) goal of causing her hearer(s) warrantedly to believe that p through her testimony, and that, in general, if an agent adopts an end then she ought (instrumentally) to ensure that whatever is required for bringing about that end is achieved, this leads us to the following claim:

Thesis 1
On the local reductionist’s account, if an epistemically responsible speaker S testifies that p with the aim of convincing her hearer(s) that p though her testimony that p, then S ought (epistemically) to shed her anonymity along location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility lines.

There is no analogue of Thesis 1 that holds for the local antireductionist’s account of the testimonial warrant.  This is because of the weakened demands that local antireductionism places on the believer who is warranted through a speaker’s testimony: on the local antireductionist’s account it is not necessary for the mature agent to have identified a speaker in terms of location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility in order for her warrantedly to believe that p through the speaker’s testimony that p.  Consequently, on the local antireductionist’s account it is not necessary for the speaker to have shed her anonymity to the agent.  The speaker can, according to the antireductionist’s account, remain quite anonymous to her audience along the lines of location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, and symbolic eligibility.  To Thesis 1, then, we can add Thesis 2:

Thesis 2
On the local antireductionist’s account, it’s not true that if an epistemically responsible speaker S testifies that p with the aim of convincing her hearer(s) that p through her testimony that p, then S ought (epistemically) to shed her anonymity along location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility lines.



IV


The debate between the local reductionists and antireductionists shows no signs of abating in the near future.  And perhaps this is fitting, in light of the complexity and recalcitrance of the issues involved.
  Must we wait until a consensus is reached, however, before being in a position to draw any secure, helpful advice from the epistemological well when it comes to the anonymity constraints that a networked society can place on an epistemically responsible speaker?


I think not; we may have to wait to plumb the depths, but we can, I believe draw enough for some satiation of thirst.


To see how, notice first that there will be many cases in which even the local antireductionist about testimonial warrant will concede that in the absence of some independent verification of a speaker’s trustworthiness with respect to her testimony that p, the mature epistemic agent cannot be warranted in believing that p through hearing that testimony.  These will include cases in which the speaker fails the third condition of (ATW); that is, cases in which she does have warrant for the believing that the speaker is untrustworthy with respect to her testimony that p.


One prevalent sort of case involves known testimonial conflict: the speaker testifies to the hearer that p, but, as it turns out, another speaker testifies to the hearer that not-p.  Both the local reductionist and the local antireductionist stand on common ground when it comes to such cases, for neither believes that if the hearer goes ahead and believes that p on the basis of the first speaker’s testimony, she is inevitably warranted in that belief.  The acquisition of warrant for her belief that p, it can be agreed all around, would in such a case require the hearer to do more epistemic work.


The work involved will presumably be just the sort that the reductionist insists applies in all cases of testimonial warrant for a mature agent: gaining some independent verification of the speaker’s trustworthiness.  That’s needed in the cases of known testimonial conflict to defeat the warrant the hearer has for believing that the speaker is untrustworthy with respect to her testimony – such warrant having been generated by her awareness of the conflicting testimony.


But if that’s right, it seems that in cases of known testimonial conflict, both the reductionist and the antireductionist can also agree that the hearer must do additional epistemic work in the form of identification.  No doubt the identification will apply to more than just the speaker whose testimony the hearer ultimately accepts (if she does at all); it will also apply to the conflicting speaker(s).  Only upon identification of both (or all) conflicting speakers, presumably, can the hearer be in a position to afford greater trust to the one, and hence defeat the warrant she initially had for believing that the first speaker is untrustworthy.  But the essential point is straightforward.  Simply put, in cases of known testimonial conflict, the difference in anonymity-shedding responsibility between the local reductionists and antireductionists comes to nought.  On the assumption that local reductionism and antireductionism exhaust the plausible philosophical space surrounding the warrant of a mature agent’s testimonial beliefs, we may thus infer that in cases of known testimonial conflict, if a mature epistemic agent is warranted in believing a speaker’s testimony that p, the speaker is not entirely anonymous to the agent along the lines of location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, and symbolic eligibility.


But recall: an epistemically responsible speaker who testifies that p with the aim of convincing her hearer(s) that p through her testimony that p has the (further) aim of causing her hearer(s) warrantedly to believe that p through her testimony that p.  And recall as well the general point about instrumental rationality mentioned above: if an agent has the goal of bringing about a given end, she ought (instrumentally) to ensure that whatever conditions are necessary for bringing about that end are satisfied.  Given that in cases of known testimonial conflict, a speaker’s not being anonymous in all of the relevant respects (location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, and symbolic eligibility) –i.e. her being identified in at least some of these respects– is a necessary constraint on the mature epistemic agent’s being warranted in believing a speaker’s testimony that p, we get the following conclusion:

Thesis 3
In cases of known testimonial conflict, if an epistemically responsible speaker S testifies that p with the aim of convincing her hearer(s) that p through her testimony that p, then S ought (epistemically) to shed her anonymity along location, behavior pattern, social affiliation, or symbolic eligibility lines.

The hope for epistemological advice of wider applicability should not blind us to the fact that the implications of Thesis 3 are far from trivial.  Given common knowledge about how few claims of interest go uncontradicted on the World Wide Web, for example, the thesis will place important epistemic demands on those who publish material of interest in that domain – demands that, sadly, are all too frequently not met.
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� Sometimes the global debate is taken to concern attempted proofs to the effect that it is generally warranted to rely on testimony, where the steps of the proofs are themselves supposed to be warranted by reliance solely on non-testimonial sources.  The following Humean inductive argument might be thought of as an example:  Cases in which testimonial beliefs have turned out to be true vastly outnumber cases in which they have turned out to be false; a comparable ratio holds in general; therefore, in general, reliance on testimony is warranted. (Cf. Hume ([1777] 1995), Coady (1992: Ch. 4) and Kusch (2002: 30-2).)  The demonstration is supposed to make for global reduction because it is supposed to land us with the general conclusion.  It’s supposed to make for a global reduction because its premises are supposed to be knowable, or at any rate warranted, simply through perception, inference, memory, etc.


� See, e.g., Reid ([1785] 1996), Coady (1992), Strawson (1994), and McDowell (1994).


� ‘Untrustworthy’ should here be read simply along the lines of ‘not trustworthy’.


� Notice a further difference in the two accounts: (RTW) is an inferentialist account, because the link it posits between an agent’s warranted belief in the content of a speaker’s testimony and that testimony itself is one of inference.  (ATW) is not: the ‘because’ in its condition (2) need not be understood along inferential lines.


� That terminology is unfortunate, however, since talk of monitoring might apply equally well to the antireductionist’s insistence on a condition like (ATW) (3).  Cf. Kusch’s discussion (2002: 26-7) of “active” vs. “passive” monitoring.


� Marx formulates these types in terms of knowledge, but I will take the liberty of reformulating them in terms of warranted belief, which is more to my immediate purpose.  Also, I have slightly changed the names Marx proffers for some of these types, so as more adequately to express their central thrust.


� Importantly, and as will emerge below, the “robustness” of these sorts of identity need not be great: often, perhaps typically, all that may be required is a fairly minimal sort of identification of the speaker along these lines.


� For some sense of the complexity and recalcitrance, see Lackey (2003).


� I’m grateful to Steven Davis, Mark Capustin, Robert Stainton, Richard DeVidi, Joseph Shieber, and an audience at the 2004 Canadian Philosophical Association Annual Meeting (where an earlier version of this paper was presented) for helpful comments and criticisms.





