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A. According to transmission theories of testimony, a listener’s belief in
a speaker’s testimony can be supported by the speaker’s justification for what she
says. The most powerful objection to transmission theories is Jennifer Lackey’s -
  case. I argue that important features about the epistemology of
testimony reveal how transmission theories can account for Lackey’s case. Specifi-
cally, I argue that transmission theorists should hold that transmission happens only
if a listener believes a speaker’s testimony based on the presumption that the speaker
has justification for what she says. If this doesn’t happen in the  
case, then the case is no counterexample to transmission. If this does happen in the
  case, then there is an available framework for rejecting the
idea that the listener’s belief is in fact justified.

1. I

It’s a well-established fact that a lot of our beliefs are formed, whether directly
or indirectly, through believing what others say. This means that it’s important to
understand how such beliefs can be justified. The account of justification from tes-
timony that we give will explain a lot of our justified beliefs more generally. Accord-
ing to transmission theories of testimony, if I tell you something and you believe me,
then your belief in what I say can be justified by my justification for what I say. Tyler
Burge (1993) and Paul Faulkner (2011) endorse transmission theories of testimony.
Here’s the core idea:

(T) A listener’s belief in a speaker’s testimony can be justified by the speaker’s
justification for what she says.

Transmission theories have come under heavy fire recently. The literature concern-
ing the epistemology of testimony now contains various purported counterexamples
to the idea that there’s any reason to think a listener’s belief being justified can in-
volve a speaker’s justification for what she says being transmitted, as (T) states. San-
fordGoldberg (2005) andCharlie Pelling (2013) offer counterexamples to transmis-
sion theories based on the idea of safety. Other cases, from Jennifer Lackey (2008),
Peter Graham (2006) and J. Adam Carter and Philip J. Nickel (2014) appeal to the
intuitions about our ability to form justified beliefs on the basis of testimony from
schoolteachers who don’t believe what they say.

In this paper, I’ll focus on what I think is the most interesting counterexample to
transmission theories. As part of a sustained attack on transmission theories, Lackey
(2008) presents a case called  . The idea is that the case involves
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a speaker whose justification for what she says is defeated, so she doesn’t have justifi-
cation for what she says, but the listener’s belief in the speaker’s testimony is justified
in spite of this. This means that   involves a case of a listener’s
belief in a speaker’s testimony that can’t be explained in terms of transmission. The
case is particularly interesting for two reasons. The first is that it yields two separate
arguments against transmission. One purports to show that transmission theories
are incomplete, because (T) doesn’t give a complete account of all justified beliefs
based on testimony. The second claims that cases such as   show
that the notion of justification transmission expressed in (T) is entirely dispensable in
a complete account of testimony. Considering each of these two arguments helps
bring out important features of the dialectical situation with respect to transmission
theories more effectively.

There’s a second (more important) reason that the   case is
particularly interesting in relation to transmission theories, though. It’s also partic-
ularly interesting because understanding why the   case doesn’t
constitute a decisive objection to transmission theories brings out distinctive features
of transmission theories—features that aren’t necessarily brought out in consider-
ing other counterexamples. I’ll begin by setting out the case and the two arguments
that it engenders. Next, I’ll outline how a transmission theorist can respond to each
argument. With that in hand, I’ll show how the various claims involved in each
response can be motivated by considerations that any epistemological theory of tes-
timony should accept, by considering a line of potential objection.

The core of the argument that I’ll be offering in response to the claim that the
  case shows that (T) can’t give a complete account of justified
beliefs based on testimony involves showing that transmission theories needn’t be
committed to such a claim. Rather, they can (and ought to) hold that transmission
accounts for some justification from testimony. The basic idea is that there is a partic-
ular dialectical significance to endorsing (T) that discussions of transmission need
to be sensitive to.

More specifically, the idea is that transmission theorists should think that (T) only
provides an explanation of those cases in which a listener forms a justified belief by
taking the speaker’s word for it—by believing what she says based on the presumption
that the speaker has justification for what she says. Where the listener takes the
speaker’s word for it in this way, the speaker’s justification can be transmitted to
the listener. Importantly, however, the listener taking the speaker’s word for it is a
necessary condition of the listener’s belief being justified by transmission. This leaves
open the possibility of a listener forming a justified belief in some other way, but
identifies a distinctive type of case, which is to be explained in terms of (T).

The   case nicely illustrates why this is an important feature
of transmission theories. One might, of course, seek to resist this line by arguing
for the stronger conclusion that the notion of transmission expressed in (T) has no
place in a complete epistemological theory of testimony. I will consider this line of
objection in §5 and argue that that this claim can be motivated using considerations
that should be accepted by any theory of testimony that allows that the listener can
form a justified belief on the basis of the speaker’s testimony in the 
 case.
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2. T L

Lackey’s case is as follows:
 : 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 malfunction in her visual cortex. While she is per-
suaded that her present visual appearances are an entirely unre-
liable guide to reality, she continues to place credence in her visual
appearances. She ignores her well-supported belief in the incapac-
itation of her visual faculty; she persists in believing, on the basis
of her visual experiences, that a chair is before her, that the neu-
rosurgeon is smiling, and so on. These beliefs are all, in fact, true
and they are formed by the usual, quite reliable, perceptual pro-
cesses. 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 (Lackey, 2008, p. 59).

There are two arguments that can be made against transmission using the -
  case.1 The first goes as follows:
(1a) Justification transmission occurs only if the speaker has justification for

what she says.
(2a) In  , the speaker lacks justification for what she says.
(3a) In  , the listener’s belief in the speaker’s testimony

is justified.
Therefore
(4a) One cannot account for   in terms of justification

transmission.
The second takes the conclusion of the first argument as its starting premise. The
argument can thus be extended as follows:
(1b) One cannot account for   in terms of justification

transmission.
(2b) If one cannot account for   in terms of justification

transmission, then a theory of justification from testimony has no need
for the transmission principle given in (T).

Therefore
(3b) A theory of justification from testimony has no need for the transmission

principle given in (T).

1To my mind, it’s reasonably clear that the argument that Lackey makes is the first one. But since I’ll
argue that this misses the mark dialectically and the stronger argument against transmission theories is
the second one and since it’s been suggested to me that Lackey’s argument is actually the second one, I
think it’s worth considering both.
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Consider the argument from (1a) - (4a) first. To begin with, it’s worth noting that
(1a) is straightforward. No transmission theorist should want to deny that justifi-
cation transmission requires the speaker having justification for what she says. It is
just a basic fact about the statement of transmission given in (T) that it only talks
about cases in which a speaker has justification for what she says. If the speaker
lacks justification for what she says, there’s no justification to transmit. So (1a) is
uncontroversial.

This leaves (2a) and (3a). According to Lackey, both (2a) and (3a) follow from
the stipulations that come from setting up the details of the case and I think that
this is also relatively uncontroversial. In Lackey’s words: ‘the fact that [the speaker]
believes the neurosurgeon that her visual powers are an entirely unreliable guide to
reality, without holding any other relevant beliefs, provides her with an undefeated
psychological defeater for her visual beliefs’ (Lackey, 2008, p. 60 (emphasis added)).
This establishes (2a). The defeater is a psychological defeater because the source
of the defeat is something that the individual believes.2 But the basic point is that
something renders the speaker’s belief unjustified and I think that the transmission
theorist should endorse (2a). There is, as I see it, nothing in Lackey’s discussion of
(2a) that should offend transmission theorists.

In support of (3a) Lackey states that ‘not only does [the listener] have excellent
positive reasons for accepting [the speaker’s] testimony, he does not believe, nor
does he have any reason to believe, that [the speaker’s] visual powers are an un-
reliable guide to reality’ (Lackey, 2008, p. 60). This observation requires caution,
though. Lackey doesn’t think that the listener’s belief is justified by his background
reasons. Indeed, Lackey states that ‘[i]t is therefore not enough for testimonial jus-
tification that a hearer have even epistemically excellent positive reasons for accept-
ing a speaker’s testimony—the speaker must also do her part in the testimonial ex-
change by offering testimony that is reliable or otherwise truth-conducive’ (Lackey,
2008, p. 154). The fact that the listener has reasons for thinking that the speaker’s
testimony is true doesn’t by itself mean that his belief is justified.

The idea is thus that the listener’s belief is justified by the reliability of the speaker’s
testimony, but the listener’s reasons for thinking that the speaker’s testimony is true
are a necessary condition of the listener’s belief being justified. The listener’s rea-
sons enable her belief to be justified by the reliability of the speaker’s testimony.
So the idea behind (3a) is that the listener’s belief is justified by speaker’s reliable
testimony, but this happens because the listener has reasons for thinking that the
speaker’s testimony is true. Regardless of whether or not they buy into the details
of Lackey’s explanation of (3a), I think that transmission theorists should endorse
(3a) to the letter. And it’s the letter of (3a) that the argument from (1a) - (4a) re-
quires. The intuition that (3a) is true is one that transmission theorists shouldn’t
find problematic.

As observed in the introduction, one of the reasons that I think that the -
  case is particularly interesting as a source of argumentation against

2Indeed, Lackey formulates a similar case in terms of normative defeat, which comes from things the
individual ought to believe but in fact does not. This case is called   (Lackey, 2008, pp.
63-64). Since nothing in my account of how transmission theories should deal with these cases turns on
the difference between psychological defeat and normative defeat, I will focus on  .
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transmission theories is because it yields more than one argument. It’s also partic-
ularly interesting because the premises of the first argument are ones that trans-
mission theorists shouldn’t want to deny, either because they are true by definition
or appeal to intuitions that transmission theorists shouldn’t find controversial. This
makes it a powerful argument. The fact that these arguments are powerful in this way
means that lines of defence that have been deployed by transmission theories in re-
sponse to other case-based objections referred to in §1 aren’t available in response to
arguments based on the   case. For example, Faulkner (2011)
responds to Lackey’s (2008)   case by arguing that the case is
in fact an instance of justification transmission. This type of response isn’t available
when confronting the argument based on the   case and this
makes the   case particularly significant.

According to the argument from (1a) - (4a), this is the problem for transmission
theories. They are committed to a theory of justification from testimony that has to
say something highly unintuitive about the   case. They can’t
deny (1a) since it’s true by definition according to their own theory. This means
that the only way out seems to involve trying to deny either (2a) or (3a), but neither
of those options is very nice since both of those claims are based on intuitions that
transmission theorists should want to take seriously. Nonetheless, I think that there’s
a way for transmission theories to give an account of the   case
that doesn’t involve trying to deny any of these intuitions. In the next section, I’ll
explain how the claims that transmission theorists ought tomake allow them to agree
with each of (1a), (2a) and (3a).

3. T R I

The crux of the transmission theorist’s response to the first argument based on
the   case involves distinguishing between the following two
claims:

(T1) Justification transmission is the only way for a listener’s belief in a speaker’s
testimony to be justified.

(T2) Justification transmission is one way among others for a listener’s belief
in a speaker’s testimony to be justified.

Each of these claims is compatible with (T). The statement of (T) only describes
what happens when justification is transmitted. It doesn’t say how often justification
is transmitted. Lackey’s discussion of transmission theories generally operates with
the implicit assumption that transmission theories are committed to (T1). I don’t
think that they are. Indeed, I think that there are good reasons for thinking that
the transmission theorist should deny (T1) and endorse (T2). I’ll come back to
these later in this section and in §5. This applies to the first argument based on the
  case because it shows allows the transmission theorist to make
the following claim:

(TP) The   case involves a listener’s belief being justified
in a way that doesn’t involve transmission.

If the transmission theorist were committed to (T1), then she wouldn’t be able to
endorse (TP). But since the basic claim in (T) doesn’t commit transmission theo-
ries to (T1) and I think that transmission theories should endorse (T2) rather than
(T1), transmission theorists can claim (TP) without contradiction. The fact that the
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statement of justification transmission given in (T) is compatible with either (T1)
or (T2) might seem like a basic logical point. But it’s actually crucial to understand-
ing transmission theories properly. And this is what the   case
brings out. The argument against transmission theories based on the 
 case is successful only if transmission theories are committed to (T1). This
means that the case for responding to the argument from   de-
pends on the viability of a transmission theory endorsing (T2). If it is a basic logical
point that transmission theorists can endorse either (T1) or (T2), then this is so
much the better for transmission theories.

The observation that we might have a transmission theory of justification from
testimony that endorses (T2) rather than (T1) helps bring out an important point
about the dialectical situation concerning transmission theories. A transmission the-
ory that endorses (T2) rather than (T1) doesn’t make a claim about all justification
from testimony, but makes a claim about a particular type of justification from testi-
mony. Such a theory thus identifies a particular type of case—one in which a listener
forms a justified belief by taking a speaker’s word for it—and makes a distinctive
claim about what justifies the listener’s belief in such a case. It is this dialectical sig-
nificance that objections to transmission theories based on the  
case miss. The argument from (1a) - (4a) fails to observe that transmission theories
are merely seeking to identify a particular type of case. Furthermore, I’ll argue in
§4 that the argument from (1b) – (3b) isn’t decisive because it fails to observe that
those cases are ones in which a listener takes the speaker’s word for it.

It might be helpful to point out here that the dialectical situation concerning
transmission theories is, in a particular way, similar to the dialectical situation con-
cerning epistemological disjunctivist theories of knowledge.3 An epistemological dis-
junctivist theory of perception is concerned, in the first instance, with giving a par-
ticular account of knowledge in a paradigm “good case” of seeing something. The
idea is that, whatever we want to say about cases that aren’t the paradigm “good
cases” we should give a particular account of the knowledge acquired in the para-
digm “good case”.

In the same way, transmission theorists endorsing (T2) rather than (T1) claim
that, regardless of what we want to say about other types of case, in a case where a
listener forms a justified belief by taking a speaker’s word for it, the speaker’s justi-
fication is transmitted to the listener.4 Elsewhere, I’ve argued that the kind of case
that transmission theorists are interested in is one in which a speaker’s testimony is
an expression of her justification, but the important claim here is that it is also one
in which the listener takes the speaker’s word for it.5 Transmission theorists need not
be committed to any particular story about what justifies a listener’s belief in cases
where she doesn’t take the speaker’s word for it (though I think there’s a particular
account that they should give). What matters to the distinctive transmission claim is
how the particular type of case should be characterised.

Now, it’s one thing to point out that there’s a way for transmission theories to
avoid being stuck with (T1). If the only reason for a transmission theory endorsing

3See McDowell (1982; 1994; 1995; 2002) and Pritchard (2012).
4It’s worth being clear that I’m not claiming that transmission theorists endorsing (T2) are committed

to any other characteristically disjunctivist claims, such as whether or not there might be any common core
between the kind of case in which beliefs are justified through transmission and other kinds of cases.

5See Wright (2015)
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(T1) rather than (T2) is to avoid the first argument based on the  -
 case, though, then the move is ad hoc and that isn’t good for defenders of
transmission. But the move isn’t simply motivated by the   case.
Rather, it’s motivated by a consideration about testimony more generally that both
transmission theorists and their critics should accept.

The first point to note, in establishing this is that we can believe what speakers
say in various ways. Suppose I tell you that �. You might respond to my testimony in
a number of ways. Firstly, you might treat my testimony that ϕ like the deliverance
of an instrument and believe that ϕ based on the presumption that the processes
involved in the production of my testimony are reliable. Secondly, you might believe
that ϕ based on the presumption that you are able to distinguish between when I’m
saying things that are true and when I’m saying things that are false. Thirdly, you
might take my word for it that ϕ by believing that ϕ based on the presumption that I
have justification for ϕ.6

Since this distinction between different presumptions does a lot of important
work in this paper, it’s worth saying a bit more about what they might amount to.
The idea of a presumption here is a familiar one in the epistemology of testimony.
It’s the same as the notion of a presumption in Faulkner’s epistemology of testimony.
It also appears, under the title of an assumption in Ernest Sosa’s (2010) account of
knowledge from instruments and testimony. It’s therefore worth noting that the
notion of a presumption in this sense is one that is common in the literature. The
first point to note about the nature of presumptions is that they are supposed to be
weaker than beliefs. Theymight be thought of as background beliefs. Believing what
a speaker says on the presumption that she expresses knowledge does not involve
actively using your belief that the speaker knows what she is saying to infer the truth
of what she is saying, but it does involve a weaker form of doxastic assent to the idea
that the speaker’s testimony is an expression of knowledge.7

One way of thinking about presumptions in the epistemology of testimony is in
terms of the attitudes that we can take to our visual experiences. In considering
visual perception, it is common to talk about visual appearances. The idea is that
things appear to us a certain way and that we can come to believe things based on
appearances either by taking a credulous approach to our visual appearances—by
presuming them to be veridical—or we can come to believe things based on appear-
ances by treating the appearances as evidence and using our background reasons to
infer the way the world is based on how it appears.8

The idea is that statements are the testimonial analogue of visual appearances.
Where it might appear to us that things are thus and so in a perceptual case, it
might appear to us that the speaker is expressing knowledge or merely that the speaker is
reliable when confronted by a speaker’s testimony. When we take a credulous attitude
towards a speaker’s testimony and take it at face value, we presume either that the
speaker’s testimony is an expression of knowledge or that it is reliably produced. So

6Of course, someone who operates from an internalist perspective denies that either relying on a
speaker or taking a speaker’s word for it is a way of forming justified beliefs. I’m leaving aside internalist
theories here because they also deny Lackey’s claim that the listener’s belief in the  
case is justified by the reliability of the speaker’s testimony.

7Cf. Fricker (2006).
8This is from James Pryor (2000).
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the presumptions involved in responding to a speaker’s testimony are similar to the
credulous attitudes that we take towards visual appearances.

A further question concerns how we are to individuate such presumptions. One
might think that it’s hard to see how this can be achieved. The notion of taking
a speaker’s word for it is grounded in the idea of presuming that the speaker has
justification for what she says and this might seem to presuppose a particular way
of individuating presumptions that’s going to be hard to argue for. There might,
on the face of it, be various different presumptions involved in any particular case
of a listener coming to believe what a speaker says. A listener might make various
presumptions about the situation, such as that the background conditions are a cer-
tain way (for example that the environment isn’t full of dishonest speakers), about
the speaker being sincere, the speaker being competent, expressing knowledge, the
speaker having been manipulated in such a way that she reliably says true things and
so on. It might thus seem that the notion of taking a speaker’s word for it is prob-
lematic because it rests on an account of the presumptions involved in responding
to a speaker’s testimony that can’t be motivated over any other competing account.
Presumptions are more fine-grained than the idea of taking a speaker’s word for it
can account for.

Even if the idea that it’s hard to individuate presumptions is correct, however, this
needn’t be a decisive reason for dismissing the idea of transmission. The core idea is
that there are presumptions that a listener can make in response to testimony from
a speaker that she can’t make in response to a deliverance of an instrument. One
way of filling out this idea is by suggesting that there are only two presumptions that
a listener might have in responding to a speaker’s testimony, one of which involves
relying on the speaker and the other involves taking the speaker’s word for it. But
this needn’t be the only way and the idea is that any plausible way of individuating
presumptions will make sense of the core idea that some presumptions that can ap-
ply in the case of testimony just don’t apply in the case of instruments. As long as this
idea remains in place, transmission theorists can still maintain that a necessary con-
dition of the speaker’s justification being transmitted to the listener is the listener
believing the speaker’s testimony on the basis of a presumption that is distinctive
to testimony.9 The question of how to individuate presumptions thus amounts to a
question about how to understand the notion of taking a speaker’s word for it. And
whilst the details might be difficult to fill in, unless we have a reason to think that
they can’t be filled in at all, we don’t have a reason to abandon the basic point about
transmission.

This basic point, that we can believe testimony in different ways, should be neutral
between different epistemological theories of testimony. This distinction, however,
is the key to understanding how transmission theories can endorse (T2) in a prin-
cipled fashion. The transmission theorist’s endorsement of (T2) begins with the
observation that the fact that we can believe testimony in different ways is epistemi-
cally significant. The idea is that the way that a listener comes to believe a speaker’s
testimony determines what justifies her belief. It’s this central point that is crucial
to the argument here.

9Of course, if one were to show that there is no way to individuate presumptions that maintains this
intuitive distinction, then that would be a problem for transmission theories. But I can’t see how such a
thing would be shown.
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Again, I think that this is a point that should be uncontroversial. Suppose that I
tell you that ϕ and you thereby come to believe that ϕ. Even if we deny (T) and think
that justification from testimony is a matter of reliability, rather than transmission,
we should still think that the way that you respond to my testimony determines what
justifies your belief. If we think that justification is a matter of the reliability of a
particular process, we need to say which process that is. Where you believe that ϕ
based on my testimony that ϕ, there are immediately two sets of processes involved.
There are the processes involved in the production of my testimony that ϕ and there
are those processes involved in your comprehension of my testimony that ϕ.10 This
raises the question of which set of processes is the one relevant to your justification.

Fortunately, an obvious and principled answer presents itself. It seems natural
to think that, if you form your belief based on the presumption that the processes
involved in the production of my testimony are reliable, then the relevant processes
are those that determine the reliability of my testimony. By contrast, if you form
your belief based on the presumption that your comprehension processes are reli-
able, then the relevant processes are those involved in your comprehension of my
testimony.11 In short, the idea is that the relevant process (or set of processes) is
determined by the presumption you make in coming to believe what I say.

More generally, the idea is that what justifies a listener’s belief in a speaker’s tes-
timony is determined by how the listener comes to believe the speaker’s testimony.
Transmission theories can exploit this idea to make a case for (T2). The idea is that,
if a listener believes the speaker’s testimony in a particular way—by believing based
on the presumption that the speaker has justification for what she says—then the lis-
tener’s belief is justified by the speaker’s justification for what she says, as (T) states.
But in the same way that taking a speaker’s word for it isn’t the only way of com-
ing to believe what a speaker says, the statement of transmission given in (T) isn’t
the only way for her belief to be justified. If, for example, the listener believes the
speaker’s testimony based on the presumption of reliability, then the listener’s belief
is justified by the reliability of the relevant processes, as described in the previous
paragraph.12

This distinction offers the key to understanding why the argument based on the
  case isn’t a decisive objection to transmission theories. As ob-
served in §2, it’s intuitive that the listener’s belief is justified by the reliability of the
processes involved in the production of the speaker’s testimony. Transmission the-
ories endorsing (T2) rather than (T1) are able to endorse this claim, though. Since
transmission theories are able to allow that the transmission of justification is one
way among many for a listener’s belief to be justified, they are able to allow that

10See Graham (2010).
11Lackey endorses something like this idea. In discussing a case where a listener believes a speaker

because she (the listener) feels a throb in her left temple, Lackey points out that the reliability of be-
lieving on the basis of a throb in her left temple is the relevant process (Lackey, 2008, pp. 90-92). Sosa
(2010)also endorses the idea that it is the presumption of reliability that connects a listener’s belief to
the reliability of the processes involved in the production of the testimony. This also explains why a critic
of transmission theories shouldn’t seek to argue that there’s no way of individuating presumptions. They
need it to make sense of the idea that sometimes the relevant processes can be those involved in the
listener’s comprehension and sometimes the relevant processes can be those involved in the production
of the speaker’s testimony. Assuming one wants to follow Sosa’s idea that the relevant processes are those
involved in the production of the speaker’s testimony when the listener presumes the reliability of the
speaker’s testimony, the account of presumptions needs to allow this.

12This is a development of a theory of testimony I have given an initial outline of in Wright (2014).



(2015) Episteme, Vol. 12, No. 1, pp. 13-28. 10

the listener’s belief might alternatively be justified by the reliability of the processes
involved in the production of the speaker’s testimony in the  
case, as Lackey claims.

Of course, the listener’s belief being justified by the reliability of the processes in-
volved in the production of the speaker’s testimony in the   case
depends on the listener believing the speaker’s testimony based on the presumption
that the processes involved in the production of her testimony are reliable. Nothing
in the description of the   case rules this out.13 The result is that
the transmission theorist can claim that the listener’s belief is justified and it’s justi-
fied for the reasons that Lackey gives, namely the reliability of the processes involved in
the production of the speaker’s testimony. This is because the listener relies on the
speaker rather than taking her word for it.

I’ve described a transmission theory according to which justification can be trans-
mitted from speaker to listener when the listener believes the speaker’s testimony on
the basis of the presumption that the speaker has justification for what she says, but
can alternatively be justified by the reliability of the processes involved in the pro-
duction of the speaker’s testimony when the listener believes the speaker’s testimony
on the presumption that the speaker’s testimony is reliably produced. It’s worth not-
ing that other contemporary transmission theorists, such as Faulkner (2011) don’t
endorse all of these claims. Faulkner endorses the claim that the way that a listener
responds to a speaker’s testimony determines what justifies her belief but does not
extend this to include the reliability of the processes involved in the production
of the speaker’s testimony. Rather, Faulkner stops at a distinction between taking
a speaker’s word for it, which includes a notion of trusting a speaker, and treating
a speaker’s testimony as evidence. I think that defenders of transmission theories
should make this step, however, since it can be justified by the (already endorsed)
claim that the way that a listener responds to a speaker’s testimony determines what
justifies her belief. A transmission theory that makes this step is also in a position to
characterise the   case on Lackey’s own terms.

4. T R II

The trouble with the argument from (1a) - (4a) is that its conclusion is something
that transmission theories can and (I’ve argued should) accept. This leaves the sec-
ond argument. Unlike the argument (1a) - (4a), the argument from (1b) - (3b)
doesn’t have a conclusion that transmission theories can accept. If the argument to
(3b) is successful, then transmission theories are in big trouble. But I don’t think
that the   case gives us any reason to think that the argument
to (3b) is successful. Specifically, I don’t think that the   case
gives us any reason to accept (2b).

Again, the key to the argument here is the endorsement of (T2) rather than
(T1). Once we accept (T2) rather than (T1) into the commitments of a transmission
theory and fill in the details in the way that I have in §3, it becomes clear that the
premise (2b) in the second argument is unmotivated. The idea in the 
 case is that the listener’s belief is justified in virtue of the reliability of the

13As observed, it’s important that we don’t move from thinking that the fact that the listener has
reflectively accessible reasons to the thought that the listener treats the speaker’s testimony as evidence.
If the listener does do this, then it’s not so clear that her justification extends beyond the reasons she
uses.
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speaker’s testimony. Even though the speaker doesn’t have justification for what she
says, the fact that her testimony is reliably produced means that the listener can still
form a justified belief by believing what she says.

In response to the first argument, I suggested that the transmission theorist can
allow that the listener’s belief in the   case is justified exactly
because the speaker’s testimony is reliably produced, as Lackey claims. But, one
might contend, if a transmission theory allows this, then there comes a question of
why we should think that the notion of transmission is necessary in the epistemol-
ogy of testimony at all. Since the   case can be explained in
terms of reliability, why shouldn’t we just explain all the cases that are supposed to
involve justification transmission in terms of reliability? Doing so would allow for an
altogether more parsimonious account of the epistemology of testimony.14

The reason that we shouldn’t do this is because doing so tramples over subtleties
about testimony. Doing so involves treating justification from testimony as one and
the same as instrumental justification.15 But unifying one’s account in this way in-
volves trampling over distinctions that apply in the case of testimony that don’t ap-
ply in the case of instruments. We should want a unified account of the justification
from instruments and the justification from testimony only if there’s no reason for
thinking that there’s an important difference between the two. I think that there
is a reason for thinking that there’s an important difference between the two.The
reason comes from the observation made in §3, that we can respond to testimony
in various different ways. In particular, we can take a speaker’s word for it by believing
what she says based on the presumption that she has justification for what she says.
This isn’t an approach that we can coherently take in response to the deliverances of
instruments, since instruments aren’t epistemic agents in the same way. This means
that there’s a distinction between the ways that we can respond to a speaker’s testi-
mony and the ways that we can respond to the deliverances of an instrument.

Obviously, though, it’s one thing to point out that there’s a difference in the way
that we can respond to what speakers say and the way we can respond to what instru-
ments appear to show us. It’s a separate question, one might think, as to whether or
not there’s any epistemic significance to this. The distinction between the ways that
we can believe what people say and what instruments purport to show is an interper-
sonal distinction. One might wonder why such a distinction should be relevant to
the epistemology of testimony.

The answer to this question comes from the observation that it’s natural to think
that the way a listener responds to a speaker’s testimony determines what justifies
her belief. As observed in §3, any theory of testimony that allows that testimony can
be justified in more than one way, even if this is just by the reliability of different sets
of processes, needs an account of when a belief is justified by one set of factors and
when it’s justified by some other set. And it’s natural to think that this is explained
by the different ways in which a listener can respond to a speaker’s testimony. This
is the central insight of the argument here.

14This is the theory of testimony given by Lackey (2008).
15Sosa (2010) does this. I’ve argued against Sosa’s view in Wright (2014). In this paper, I’ll concen-

trate on explaining how this is consistent with the above response to the arguments based on Lackey’s
  case.
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The idea that there might be some genuinely epistemic significance, in terms of
justification, that is connected in some way to the interpersonal features of the testi-
monial situation, concerning how the listener responds to the speaker’s testimony
doesn’t, by itself, amount to a new idea. Recent work by Richard Moran (2005),
Edward Hinchman (2005) and Benjamin McMyler (2011) has sought to argue that
the listener’s justification for believing a speaker’s testimony is constituted by some
interpersonal feature of testimonial situation. In Moran’s terms, the idea is that a
speaker telling a listener that ϕ involves presenting the listener with an assurance
that ϕ is the case and the recognition of this presented assurance gives the listener
a reason to believe that ϕ is the case (Moran, 2005, p. 7). According to this type
of theory, interpersonal features about the conversation (the presentation of the
assurance) constitute epistemic features of the situation. Lackey (2008) calls these
types of theory interpersonal theories.

The theory that I’ve presented here isn’t an interpersonal theory in that sense.
Nothing that I’ve presented involves thinking that interpersonal facts such as the
presentation of an assurance can have an epistemic significance in terms of provid-
ing a listener’s justification. Rather, I’ve been arguing that an interpersonal fact
(specifically, how the listener comes to believe what the speaker says) can have an
epistemic significance by determining what justifies the listener’s belief. It doesn’t
follow from this that what justifies the listener’s belief is itself an interpersonal fea-
ture. The listener’s belief might be justified exclusively by being connected to fea-
tures that aren’t part of the interpersonal character of the testimonial exchange.
But the idea is that certain interpersonal features, namely the presumption(s) the
listener makes in coming to believe what the speaker says, account for this connec-
tion, so whilst the theory that I’ve described here isn’t an interpersonal theory in the
sense of Moran’s theory, it allows a certain significance to the interpersonal features
of the conversation.

A transmission theory can thus maintain that beliefs based on testimony can be
justified in virtue of a particular process being reliable whilst still maintaining that
the notion of transmission expressed in (T) is still a genuinely distinctive way for
beliefs based on testimony to be justified. There’s a distinctive presumption involved
in taking a speaker’s word for it that isn’t simply amere presumption about reliability.
It involves treating the speaker as an epistemic agent, rather than a mere instrument
capable of producing reliable deliverances.

This falsifies the claim in (2b) that, unless the   case can
be characterised in terms of justification transmission, there’s no need for a theory
of justification from testimony to endorse the notion of transmission given in (T).
The reason for endorsing the notion of transmission given in (T) comes from the
observation that a theory of testimony should allow that what justifies a listener’s
belief is determined by the way she responds to the speaker’s testimony combined
with the observation that there is a distinctive presumption that can be made when
responding to a speaker’s testimony rather than the deliverance of an instrument.
The theory that comes from endorsing these considerations is a transmission theory
because it endorses the notion of transmission given in (T) as a justification available
to a listener that doesn’t just amount to considerations about reliability.
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5. A O

Both the response in §3 to the first argument and the response in §4 to the second
argument exploit an important claim. The claim is that transmission theories can
make sense of the claim that, in the   case, the listener’s belief
is justified because she believes the speaker’s testimony with the presumption that the testimony
is reliably produced. The idea is that the   case isn’t a counterex-
ample to transmission theories because the case isn’t one in which transmission is
supposed to happen. According to the theory that I’ve been describing, transmis-
sion happens only if a listener’s belief is formed through her taking the speaker’s
word for it. Since this doesn’t happen in the   case, the case
isn’t a counterexample to transmission.

The strategy in §3 in response to the argument purporting to show that the -
  case can’t be characterised in terms of transmission exploited the
thought that the listener relies on the speaker rather than taking her word for it to
explain how the listener’s belief can be justified in a way compatible with endors-
ing (T). The argument in §4 sought to show that transmission can meaningfully be
endorsed in other cases even if it’s not in the   case by also ar-
guing that the listener responds in a distinctive way to the speaker’s testimony in
the   case. Both of these arguments exploit the thought that
the   case just isn’t the kind of case associated with justification
transmission.

Onemight think, however, that the   case can easily be turned
into a case that offers a counterexample to the transmission theory given above. We
might simply stipulate that, in the   case, the listener forms her
belief by taking the speaker’s word for it in the way described by the above transmis-
sion theory. As a result, there’s a case of a listener’s belief being justified, in a way
that can’t be explained in terms of transmission, but also in a case that the trans-
mission theorist needs to be able to explain in terms of transmission. This modified
version of   requires characterisation and it presents a serious
challenge to the transmission theory given above.

I think that, in such a case, the transmission theorist should claim that the lis-
tener’s belief is unjustified. The reason for this is straightforward. Ex hypothesi the
listener believes the speaker’s testimony based on the presumption that the speaker
has justification for what she says. And since this is false, the listener’s belief is unjus-
tified. The argument is straightforward enough, but one might think that it won’t
convince anyone taken with the intuitions in the original   case.

This may be correct. And I accepted in §2 that I think that the considerations
Lackey seeks to extract from the   case, including the claim
that the listener’s belief is justified, are intuitive. But I think that the above consid-
erations give us a theoretical reason for thinking that, contrary to initial intuitions,
the listener’s belief isn’t justified in a modified version of the  
case where it’s stipulated that the listener takes the speaker’s word for it.

The argument is relatively straightforward. Against the idea that the listener’s
belief is justified in a situation where it’s stipulated that she takes the speaker’s word
for it, consider the following argument:

(5) The justification that supports a listener’s belief is determined by the
way that she responds to the speaker’s testimony.
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(6) Where the listener believes the speaker’s testimony based on the pre-
sumption that the speaker has justification for what she says, the lis-
tener’s belief is supported by the speaker’s justification for what she says.

(7) In the   case, the speaker lacks justification for what
she says.

Therefore

(8) If the listener takes the speaker’s word for it in the  
case, then her belief is unjustified.

Whilst the conclusion in (8) goes against the intuitions in the original 
 case, it follows from the considerations in (5), (6) and (7). We have already
established the intuitive plausibility of (7) in §2 and I don’t propose to retract the
claim that (7) is highly intuitively plausible at this juncture. This leaves (5) and (6).
I’m also not sure how someone could endorse (5) without thereby endorsing (6).
The claim that a listener believing what a speaker says based on the presumption
that the speaker has justification for what she says connects the listener’s belief to
the speaker’s justification seems to follow naturally from the thought that the way
that the listener responds to the speaker’s testimony determines what justifies her
belief.

This leaves (5). In §3, I argued that even theories of testimony that deny trans-
mission should think that the way that a listener responds to a speaker’s testimony
determines what justifies the listener’s belief. And I argued in §4 that this needn’t
create problems for the idea that there’s a distinctive way for a listener’s belief in a
speaker’s testimony to be justified that’s given in (T). Suppose, however, that the-
ories that think of justification in terms of reliability deny this claim. This would
provide a framework for rejecting (5) and (6). But it would do so, I argue, at an
unacceptable cost.

Denying (5) whilst allowing that a listener’s belief can be justified by the reliability
of the process(es) involved in its production requires an account of when the pro-
cesses involved in the production of the speaker’s testimony are relevant and when
the processes involved in the listener’s comprehension are relevant. The reliability
of these processes are independent of one another. A speaker might produce reli-
able testimony even though the listener is unable to distinguish between true and
false statements. Unless such a theory allows that a listener’s belief is connected to
one set of processes rather than another by the way in which she responds to the
speaker’s testimony, it’s hard to see how the theory can give a principled answer to
the question of when one set of processes rather than another are relevant. This
was the motivation for wanting to allow that presumptions determine what justifies
beliefs based on testimony in §3.

In summary, the same considerations that allowed the transmission theorist to
resist the argument from (1a) - (4a) also allow the transmission theorist to resist the
argument from (1b) - (3b). In the case of the latter argument, there’s a dilemma for
the critic of transmission. The viability of the claim that the listener forms a justified
belief in the speaker’s testimony depends on her relying on the speaker rather than
taking the speaker’s word for it. However, the status of the case as a counterexample
to transmission theories depends on the listener taking the speaker’s word for it
rather than relying on the speaker. So characterising the way the listener responds to
the speaker’s testimony generates a dilemma for the critic of transmission theories.
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6. C

The   case is a particularly interesting case in the epistemol-
ogy of testimony. Whilst I don’t think that reflecting on it ultimately shows that
transmission theories are untenable, reflecting on it does yield a number of im-
portant insights into transmission theories and the epistemology of testimony more
generally.

By reflecting on the   case, we can see that the transmission
theorist shouldmotivate her central idea by appealing to the idea that we can believe
what speakers say in a way that we can’t believe the deliverances of instruments.
Motivating transmission in this way allows for an explanation of why the 
 case isn’t a counterexample to transmission theories. The idea is that we
should find it uncontroversial that the listener’s belief is justified only if the case can
be set up in such a way that it isn’t at odds with the transmission theorist’s central
claim.

Grounding the epistemic distinctiveness of testimony in the interpersonal distinc-
tiveness of conversations is important because it allows the transmission theorist to
make a case for a distinctive notion of justification transmission that doesn’t collapse
into considerations about the reliability of the processes involved in the production
of the speaker’s testimony. Since the presumption that the speaker has justification
for what she says doesn’t reduce to a presumption about reliability, this maintains
the distinctiveness of taking a speaker’s word for it in the case of testimony and the
distinctiveness of what justifies the listener’s belief as a result.

Reflecting on the   case also shows that transmission theorists
should endorse the claim that a notion of transmission is indispensable as part of a
complete account of justification from testimony, rather than maintaining that all
justified beliefs based on testimony are justified in this way. Once we understand that
transmission theorists endorse the claim that presumptions connect beliefs to what
justifies them, we can move from the observation that there are various different
presumptions available to the observation that, according to transmission theories,
there are various ways in which a listener’s belief in a speaker’s testimony can be
justified. This is crucial to a transmission theory and this is perfectly illustrated by
the   case.
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