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This thesis has two main aims. The first is to examine the kinds of circumstances in which we
form new aesthetic beleifs in light of deference to aesthetic testimony. The second aim is to
examine some of the implications of forming aesthetic beliefs through deference to aesthetic
testimony. I develop an analysis of the problems associated with the idea of aesthetic testimony
in relation to the notion of trust. I argue that there is a failure to adequately acknowledge the
nature, role and value of the trust we place in the testimonies of others in the current debate.
This thesis proposes a revisionary accout of such trust and shall outline the implications relevant
to our aesthetic practices.

The idea that we might rely on testimony for the purposes of forming our aesthetic beliefs
has historically been met with widespread resistance in philosophy. Nevertheless, there is an
increasingly influential response which is emerging in aesthetics. This response holds that
aesthetic testimony does not, in fact, operate altogether differently to standard non-aesthetic
testimony with regards to aesthetic belief formation, and there is nothing epistemically untoward
about deference to aesthetic testimony which follows from the nature of aesthetic beliefs. This
increasingly common view goes a long way towards defending the epistemic status of appealing
to aesthetic testimony. Nevertheless, it also generates new obstacles and problems for deference
to aesthetic testimony in other respects. In particular, it holds that deference is not conducive,
or not particularly conducive to the optimal kinds of aesthetic engagement under considerations
which bear on aesthetic value. The increasingly common response advances claims in which the
positive epistemic implications of deference are typically taken for granted whilst the positive
aesthetic implications are downplayed. I shall show, by contrast, that we cannot take positive
epistemic implications of deference for granted - although positive epistemic implications can
be found, whilst some significant positive aesthetic implications which have hitherto been
overlooked should be recognised.
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Introduction 

We depend on the word of others for so many things in our daily lives. By the 
time we have woken up and gotten dressed in the morning we will have relied 
on the reports of journalists whose news articles we will have consulted about 
global affairs, meteorologists to brief us about the weather forecast, and per-
haps even food manufacturers to help us choose a healthy and well-balanced 
breakfast.1 What is more, in being willing to rely on the word of strangers in 
these ways, we will most probably also have put our faith in others who, di-
rectly or indirectly, have affirmed that these kinds of sources are generally 
reliable. Indeed, very few of us will have personally visited the manufacturers 
of our favourite cereal brand in order to check that various food standards are 
met and that the listed ingredients are included as advertised. Similarly, very 
few of us will personally have double-checked our news sources by investi-
gating the matters ourselves. Without reliance upon the word of others, we 
would find it close to impossible to go about our day. Hereafter I will simply 
refer to the word of others as ‘testimony’.  

The remarkable extent to which we ordinarily rely on testimony and form 
beliefs on this basis is philosophically interesting. It is particularly interesting 
because there are influential strands of thought which hold that there are cer-
tain atypical contexts in which we are, surprisingly perhaps, not willing to rely 
on testimony. The thought is that that we ought not be willing to rely on testi-
mony when forming beliefs in certain circumstances, and that we cannot, in 
fact, form beliefs in these ways. The aesthetic domain is widely held to be one 
of these atypical contexts. Aesthetic belief formation has long been considered 
different to its standard non-aesthetic counterparts in this respect. Indeed, ever 
since Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment (1790), it has been argued that 
when we engage with matters of an aesthetic character, first-hand perceptual 
experience of the aesthetic qualities in question is required.2 The central idea 
is that when determining, for example, whether the painting is harmonious, 
the dance graceful, or the sunset beautiful, it will simply not do for us to rely 
on the word of others. Instead, we must experience the aesthetic character of 
the object of appreciation for ourselves.  

This is odd. It hardly seems controversial to say that we rely on film critics 
to determine whether or not we might want to stream a particular movie, that 

 
1 For more on this point see Hawley (2012).  
2 Kant (2000[1790]); Sibley (2001b); Mothersill (2005); Tormey (1973), amongst many others.  
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we rely on historical accounts to report on the beauty and glamour of past 
events, and that we expect reviewers to help us select which exhibitions we 
attend. The question which must be asked, then, is this: is it our behaviour 
which is mistaken or is it our philosophical theory? Perhaps, one might re-
spond, we do not really form beliefs about aesthetic qualities or values, but 
rather form mere suppositions, or hypotheses, which act to guide our subse-
quent thinking. For example, when we choose to be guided by film critics we 
simply suppose that the movie is good while reserving aesthetic judgement 
until we have first-hand experience of the movie. Although such cases doubt-
lessly do occur, there is clearly more to be said on the matter. At least at times, 
it seems we can and do form aesthetic beliefs, and do so reasonably, on the 
basis of testimony. The main aim of this thesis is to strengthen existing philo-
sophical theory by providing a positive account of aesthetic testimony.  

0.1 Interactions with testimony  
Two key questions will guide this thesis: how do we engage with testimony, 
and what are some of the implications of doing so? Ordinarily, we engage with 
testimony in various ways and precisely how we do so will depend on a variety 
of factors, including, say, whether we believe that the testifier is reliable, 
whether we have already considered the matter previously, whether we have 
already experienced the matter in question for ourselves, and how deeply we 
care about the matter in question. Supposing that we are interested in the mat-
ter communicated, we might, for example: (i) straightforwardly come to be-
lieve that which has been communicated; (ii) reject that which has been com-
municated; (iii) suspend judgement on the matter and leave it until we acquire 
more relevant information; (iv) suspend judgement on the matter but also be 
actively motivated by the testimony and conduct our own first-hand investi-
gations on the matter in order to determine the issue; or, (v) simply use the 
testimony in order to form other conclusions which bear on the matter being 
testified to.  

Option (i) here reflects what are referred to as ‘deferential’ approaches to 
testimony. These include the formation of a belief on the basis of testimony 
without attempting to verify the matter in a first-hand manner for oneself. 
When deferring in this way, one might consult information available about the 
testifier’s knowledge and reliability, and this may influence one’s belief for-
mation, but one will not attempt to verify the testifier’s claims for oneself. 
Strictly speaking, the other kinds of responses listed above (ii) – (v) are ‘non-
deferential’. In my use of the term, however, I will hereafter specifically target 
(iv), or cases where one actively attempts to verify a testifier’s claims oneself 
first-hand. One may, then, come to form a belief in light of the guidance of 
testimony, but one will actively have sought to determine the matter for one-
self.  
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Interestingly, not all these options are available in each case of testimony, 
and, as we have seen, not all of them are accepted as available or appropriate 
in every case. Sometimes the reasons why certain responses are unavailable 
to us are fairly banal and accidental. For example, if I were to testify to you 
that ‘there is a sunset visible from my window right now, at the time of writing 
this sentence, and the sky is full of bright pink hues’, there are a number of 
responses available. You might form the belief that, say, ‘the author of this 
text wrote while sitting by a window’, that ‘the author of this text wrote some 
of this text in the early evening’, or indeed that ‘there was a truly incredible 
sunset outside the author’s window at the time of writing this text’. Alterna-
tively, you may become suspicious, and choose to suspend judgement on the 
matter until you acquire more information, being aware of the fact that philos-
ophers frequently make up random examples for entirely academic purposes. 
You would not however be able to conduct your own first-hand investigations 
on the matter because you do not have access to the author, their window, nor 
indeed the present time of writing.  

At other times, claims concerning the unavailability of some of these re-
sponses listed above are more controversial. This is particularly the case with 
respect to matters of value. As indicated above, I shall be focusing specifically 
on aesthetic value. When it comes to testifying about matters of aesthetic 
value, it is rarely denied that we can wholly suspend judgement on the matter 
and leave it until we have more information to go by, or indeed that we can 
suspend judgement on the matter while also being actively motivated by it in 
order to conduct our own first-hand investigations in an effort to try and settle 
the issue. Or, again, that we can simply use the testimony to form other con-
clusions which bear on it, or even that we might straightforwardly reject that 
which has been communicated. Nevertheless, the idea that we can deferen-
tially form an aesthetic belief through testimony is sometimes rejected. More-
over, when it is accepted that we can deferentially form an aesthetic belief 
through testimony, some philosophers reject the idea that we do in fact form 
beliefs in this manner and others insist that if we were to form beliefs in this 
manner it would be inappropriate.3 These ways of handling the question often 
apply both when we have already seen the matter in question and formed a 
judgement for ourselves, and when we have not.  

To be clear, the concerns about deferential belief formation in response to 
testimony about aesthetic value tend not to arise when the testimony merely 
mentions something about aesthetic value in its content, such as ‘I have heard 
that “there are great artworks in this gallery”’. The concerns primarily arise 
when someone states ‘There are great artworks in this gallery’. The latter re-
flects cases which I shall hereafter refer to as cases of ‘aesthetic testimony’. I 
shall focus on examining concerns raised about the viability of deferential 

 
3 Not all deference is testimonial, but hereafter ‘deferential approaches’ will refer specifically 
to deferential approaches to testimony. See Howell (2014). 
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belief formation in cases where we haven’t already formed a judgement on the 
matter for ourselves. For various reasons, deferential belief-forming engage-
ments with testimony when we haven’t seen the matter for ourselves tend to 
be deemed inappropriate or unhelpful or inapplicable. When I speak hereafter 
of deference to aesthetic testimony I will specifically be referring to such def-
erence in situations in which we have not seen the matter for ourselves.  

Now, while resistance to any reliance on aesthetic testimony for belief for-
mation has historically been widespread in philosophy, there is an increasingly 
influential counter-current emerging in recent philosophical work on aesthet-
ics. This current holds that aesthetic testimony does not, in fact, operate alto-
gether differently from standard non-aesthetic testimony with respect to aes-
thetic belief formation, and there is nothing epistemically problematic about 
deference to aesthetic testimony which follows from the nature of aesthetic 
beliefs. Indeed, it holds (1) that we can form beliefs about the attribution of 
aesthetic qualities by deferring to aesthetic testimony, and (2) that doing so 
may lead to some epistemic benefits for us. This the idea that deference to 
aesthetic testimony can improve our epistemic standing. It is an increasingly 
common view which goes a long way towards defending the epistemic status 
of appealing to aesthetic testimony. Nevertheless, while this can be seen as a 
move in the right general direction, it also generates new obstacles and prob-
lems. In particular it holds that deference is not recommended, aesthetically 
speaking. It is held that (3) deferring is not an aesthetically optimal way of 
engaging with aesthetic qualities. And, in this way, it is held that deference is 
not aesthetically beneficial, or at least not a particularly aesthetically benefi-
cial way of engaging with aesthetic qualities. The basic idea here is that while 
there may be some positive epistemic consequences of relying on aesthetic 
testimony, there are little or no positive aesthetic implications. I shall show 
that these three commitments, which I shall hereafter call the ‘Common Com-
mitments’, demand proper scrutiny. I will argue that these matters are consid-
erably more complex than the common response typically acknowledges.  

The first goal of this thesis is to describe and examine the kinds of circum-
stances in which new aesthetic beliefs may be formed in the light of deference 
to aesthetic testimony. The second goal is to explore some of the implications 
of this examination. The Common Commitments as outlined above will 
broadly guide this pursuit.  

One thing that I would like to highlight about these commitments is that, 
among those accounts which endorse (1), there is an absence of clarity con-
cerning the circumstances in which (1) applies. The nature of belief is expli-
cated and defined to the extent that we are informed that it is possible to form 
aesthetic beliefs by appeal to aesthetic testimony.4 However, very little atten-
tion is paid to the means by which we actually form aesthetic beliefs. If we 
can succeed in forming aesthetic beliefs, it is left entirely unclear how we do 

 
4 For clearest examples of this, see Hopkins (2006); (2011); Meskin (2007; 2004).  
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so. With respect to (2), it is entirely unclear how deferring to testimony may 
be of epistemic benefit. In particular it is not clear how deferring may yield 
the kind of epistemic benefits that those who endorse (2) seem to have in mind. 
It is typically assumed that deference to aesthetic testimony can be epistemi-
cally beneficial for us in conferring epistemically true and justified belief, and 
that it can generally improve our epistemic standing.5 I shall argue that the 
closer we look at deference to testimony in the aesthetic domain, the more 
epistemically problematic it seems. I shall ultimately defend the position that 
there are certain epistemic benefits to deferring to aesthetic testimony, and that 
it can improve our epistemic standing, but I shall also hold that the epistemic 
status of deference to aesthetic testimony is something that we should remain 
cautious about. I shall also show that current arguments for the view that def-
erence to aesthetic testimony can provide the kind of epistemic benefits which 
most defenders of (2) have in mind are weak and fail to achieve their goal.  

It goes without saying, of course, that the idea of aesthetic truth is in itself 
contentious, as is the idea that aesthetic beliefs can have viable epistemic 
standing. My analysis here operates accordingly on the basis of a condition, 
namely that if aesthetic judgements do have an epistemic standing (i.e. if aes-
thetic beliefs have some kind of truth-value), testimony can be an epistemi-
cally valuable means of attaining it.  

In turning our attention to (3), we shall see that philosophers who end up 
endorsing the position that deference to aesthetic testimony is not recom-
mended (either because it serves us with little aesthetic benefit or because it is 
something we have good reason to avoid) rely on various questionable as-
sumptions. On my view, deference can offer some significant positive aes-
thetic benefit, and can, under certain circumstances, even be an optimal kind 
of aesthetic engagement.  

My analysis of these Common Commitments is guided by an assessment 
of the role of trust in aesthetic testimony. I will argue that there is a failure to 
adequately acknowledge the nature, role and value of a certain kind of trust 
placed in the testimony of others in these increasingly influential theories. I 
shall propose a revisionary account of such trust, and outline some of the im-
plications of supporting trust in our aesthetic practices.  

In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I shall primarily be concerned 
to sketch the landscape of the relevant debate and the scope of this thesis in 
greater detail. The purpose of §0.2 is threefold, namely to delineate certain 
standard concerns looming over testimony, to clarify where my focus lies, and 
to outline how I shall structure my counter-arguments. In §0.3 I will provide 
a critical account of the methodology which standard accounts rely on. Doing 
so will reveal an ambiguity at the heart of the concept of testimony. Accord-
ingly, the purpose of §0.4 is to establish what is meant by the term ‘testimony’. 

 
5 See for example Hopkins (2000); Meskin (2004); Lord (2018); Ransom (2017).  
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This will then put me in a good position to proceed with my critical examina-
tion. In §05. I will offer a summary of this Introduction.   

0.2 Concerns about Aesthetic Testimony 
The resistance against deferential approaches to testimony in cases where we 
haven’t already seen the matter for ourselves or formed a judgement on it, can 
be divided into three distinct kinds of concern. These constitute what I call the 
objections of epistemic futility, epistemic inferiority, and general irresponsi-
bility. Objections from epistemic futility hold that it is pointless to try to im-
prove one’s epistemic standing through aesthetic testimony since we simply 
cannot do so.6 Objections of epistemic inferiority hold that even if we can do 
it, we cannot do it very easily or very often in aesthetics compared to other 
domains.7 Objections of irresponsibility hold that regardless of whether we 
can improve our epistemic standing through testimony or do it very well, we 
ought not engage with aesthetic testimony.8 

Now, one could easily launch an objection about epistemic futility by re-
jecting the idea that aesthetic claims are truth-apt. We can easily reject the 
pedagogic value of an appeal to aesthetic testimony if there is no such thing 
as aesthetic knowledge (not even contextually or relatively speaking) in the 
first place. Under such a scenario, the objections from epistemic inferiority 
and irresponsibility would fail similarly to get off the ground. One could also 
launch such challenges by evoking an extreme scepticism, such as rejecting 
the idea that there can be any knowledge to be acquired in any manner in any 
domain. One could also simply deny the epistemic value of any kind of appeal 
to testimony. 

All that aside, one feature which makes the debate about aesthetic testi-
mony’s epistemic value particularly interesting is that even those who uphold 
some notion of aesthetic truth and knowledge frequently voice a concern from 
epistemic futility.9 Furthermore, even those who hold that there can be aes-
thetic truth and knowledge and do not deny that testimony is, in ordinary non-

 
6 This is the kind of result which emerges in light of work from those such as Todd (2004) and 
Mackie (1977).   
7 See Meskin (2007; 2004).  
8 The literature often labels those philosophers who endorse any one of these objections ‘pessi-
mists’. Nevertheless significant nuances between these accounts often get overlooked. One 
might be a ‘pessimist’ regarding inferiority, but not irresponsibility, for example. One often 
finds ‘optimists’ who argue that there is something troubling about aesthetic testimony and 
pessimists who argue that there is something right about it. I will avoid these labels. For exam-
ples of those who use the labels of pessimism and optimism see, for example, Robson (2012; 
2013; 2014; 2015; 2019; forthcoming), Meskin (2004; 2007), Hopkins (2011), Whiting (2015), 
Lord (2016), Nguyen (2017; 2019), Ransom (2017), Gorodeisky and Marcus (2018), Living-
ston (2003).  
9 Sibley (2001b); Mothersill (2005); Tormey (1973).  
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aesthetic settings, a valuable epistemic tool, are willing to fuel this concern.10 
Indeed, the most prevalent way of setting up these charges is by holding that 
there is an asymmetry between the aesthetic domain and most ordinary do-
mains. It is the issue of asymmetry that interests us here, about which we shall 
say more about in Chapter One.11  

This asymmetry has been cast in different ways. Philosophers often shift 
between a focus on our formation of ‘beliefs’ and ‘knowledge’ and ‘judge-
ment’. It is important to note, however, that on many of these accounts the 
discrepancy is perfectly consistent. Paisley Livingston, for example, targets 
testimony’s capacity to enable us to form aesthetic judgements while stipulat-
ing that ‘aesthetic judgements may be taken as beliefs and corresponding as-
sertions that some item has some […] aesthetic quality, such as elegance, as 
well as evaluations or verdicts to the effect that the item is aesthetically good 
or bad in some way’.12 Here ‘belief’ appears to be a disposition to form some 
proposition, and ‘judgement’ is the manifestation of that disposition. This cor-
responds with a fairly standard use of ‘belief’ in which it refers to a disposition 
to sincerely assert or agree. Many hold that, to use Andrew Chignell’s words, 
‘[t]o believe that p is to take it that p is true – to take it that the state of affairs 
described by the sentence ‘p’ obtains’.13 For simplicity, I will often just say 
that beliefs ascribe or attribute qualities. And since our ability to form beliefs 
and judgements about aesthetic matters is in question, it is easy to see how our 
ability to form aesthetic knowledge has tended to be questioned too. Indeed 
this follows from the standard assumption that we should capture knowledge 
in terms of a true belief.  

Complications soon arise, however. One may, for example, endorse an ob-
jection of epistemic futility or inferiority with respect to knowledge but not 
belief, whilst holding an objection about epistemic irresponsibility about both 
aesthetic belief and knowledge. Further complications result from the fact that 
not everyone uses the terms aesthetic ‘knowledge’, ‘judgement’ and even ‘be-
lief’ in the same way. At times, the terms are described primarily in relation 
to cognition, at others in connection with affect. Relatedly, there is discrep-
ancy about whether, and to what degree, these terms capture something rich 
and appreciative or pertaining to an understanding of why a specific quality 
has been ascribed to an object of appreciation.14 There is even a related dis-
crepancy about whether it is the appreciative experience that is, and should, 
principally be at stake.15 I shall say more about these issues in Chapter One. 

 
10 Ibid.  
11 If aesthetic judgements do have an epistemic standing, testimony can be an epistemically 
valuable means of attaining it. It is not an aim of this thesis to make a resolute stand on the 
nature of aesthetic truth. Rather, I will acknowledge that the concept of aesthetic truth is fre-
quently relied upon in the aesthetic literature, and offer a way of making room for this appeal. 
12 Livingston (2003), 262.  
13 Chignell (2018), §3.1.  
14 See Ransom (2017) for a particularly helpful discussion on this point. 
15 See Lopes (2018) and Robson [manuscript]. 
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Certainly, some of the disagreement surrounding the concerns pertaining to 
aesthetic testimony has developed due to inconsistent uses of these terms, even 
though not all can be resolved with the help of clearer terminology.  

The issues I shall focus on pertain minimally to our ability to sincerely at-
tribute aesthetic qualities to an object of appreciation on the basis of testi-
mony. I shall follow many aestheticians in using the language of aesthetic be-
lief formation in this context. Principally, I am interested in examining the 
formation of aesthetic beliefs with the help of testimony. In particular, I will 
investigate questions concerning how we can form beliefs through deference 
to aesthetic testimony, and whether or not we can have good reasons to do so.  

Chapter One will offer a sketch of standard concerns raised against an ap-
peal to aesthetic testimony. Here I shall be particularly interested in outlining 
the context in which the Common Commitments are set. Chapter One will also 
point to what I take to be missing from the standard analysis. For if (1) is true, 
and we can form aesthetic beliefs on the basis of aesthetic testimony, it would 
be helpful to be able to clarify the conditions which make this the case. This, 
I shall argue, is what is missing. Not enough is said about the circumstances 
in which we form aesthetic beliefs by appeal to aesthetic testimony. This la-
cuna affects all sorts of questions pertaining to both testimony’s epistemic and 
aesthetic implications.  

Chapter Two starts an analysis of some of the epistemic implications of 
deference to aesthetic testimony. Most of those who defend the claim that def-
erence to aesthetic testimony can confer epistemic benefits, tend to have things 
like justified belief and the advancement of knowledge in mind. There are two 
standard accounts pertaining to what it would take for the beliefs pertaining to 
p, formed on the basis of testimony that p, to count as being epistemically 
justified. These accounts are both ‘evidential’ to the degree that the matter is 
determined by the presence or absence of certain types of evidence. On one 
such account, what is required is the presence of positive reasons to believe 
that the testimony is true. On the other, what is required is the absence of rea-
sons to not believe it. In Chapter Two I shall argue that both of these evidential 
approaches cannot be successfully applied in the aesthetic domain as there is 
an unavailability of independently verifiable evidence. I take this to have im-
plications for aesthetic belief formation generally, and not only justified aes-
thetic belief formation. I take it to indicate that when we do form beliefs in 
light of aesthetic testimony, we do not often do so on the basis of evidence 
alone.  

If we do not form beliefs solely on the basis of evidence, how do we form 
beliefs? Chapter Three sets out to answer this question through a consideration 
of some non-evidential approaches to belief formation. I shall pay particular 
attention to an outline of the concept of non-evidential trust because it has 
especially interesting implications for (2) and (3). I then proceed to flesh out 
an account of non-evidential trust and seeks to resolve important discrepancies 
in the current debate. I will argue that in aesthetic contexts non-evidential trust 
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often manifests itself as a kind of trust in a collective. Chapter Four then turns 
to some central issues pertaining to the concept of group trust.  

Chapter Five examines the epistemic status of non-evidential trust. I offer 
further clarifications on the conditions that one must accept in order to hold 
that we can form a belief in this manner in light of non-evidential trust, and 
highlight the epistemic implications of doing so. Here I shall offer a more 
thorough investigation of (1) and (2). There are various reasonable concerns 
levelled at the epistemic status of non-evidential trust. This chapter will argue 
that such trust can still offer epistemic benefit, albeit without evidence. How-
ever, it will also stress the need for caution when talking of epistemic justifi-
cation.  

After reflecting on the epistemic implications of non-evidential trust in our 
appeals to aesthetic testimony in Chapter Five, Chapter Six turns to (3) and an 
assessment of the aesthetic implications of non-evidential trust and deference 
to aesthetic testimony more broadly. There are many arguments in the litera-
ture which advocate an avoidance of appealing to aesthetic testimony on aes-
thetic grounds. The idea is that to do so undermines our aesthetic appreciation, 
aesthetic autonomy and aesthetic identity, and so on. I will put pressure on 
these concerns and question whether they have mischaracterised the value and 
role of trust in our aesthetic lives. 

0.3 Motivations and Methodologies  
The reasons for rejecting aesthetic testimony depend greatly on the precise 
angle or concern from which we examine such testimony. Before proceeding, 
I want to show that there is one significant common catalyst for many of the 
most commonly voiced concerns about deference to aesthetic testimony in 
cases where we have not perceived the matter for ourselves. Introducing this 
common catalyst will be important since it will help to fully paint the theoret-
ical landscape of the debate, and the methodology that tends to be used in the 
relevant literature.  

The concerns in question arise in the light of certain purported intuitions 
which are generally brought out by the same kind of example. These examples 
largely form the ‘bread and butter’ of the subsequent debate, and work by 
teasing out our intuitions about the appropriate reaction to cases which adopt 
the following kind of blue-print: Individual B testifies to individual A that ‘x 
is P’ where P is an aesthetic property ascribed to an entity x. B then testifies 
to A that ‘x is N’ where N is a non-aesthetic property. The testimony here is 
basic, and there are no reasons offered in support of it. We are then asked to 
consider whether P has the same epistemic status as N, and whether A has, at 
the very least, the same ability to ascribe P to x as she does N. A has not 
assessed the matter for herself already, and she has acquired information about 
x by testimony alone.  
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Suppose I am at Moderna Museet in Stockholm and I approach the at-
tendant at the desk for directions to Matisse’s Apollon (1953). I am looking 
forward to seeing the painting, I know it is famous but I have never seen it 
before. The attendant tells me ‘Ah, it is beautiful, isn’t it? Just follow the cor-
ridor to the end and take a right after which you turn left’. Many of us have 
the intuition that it would not be problematic for me to believe the attendant’s 
testimony on the matter of directions. I may even gain knowledge about the 
painting’s location. However, it is generally considered problematic for me to 
do the same with respect to the painting’s aesthetic character or value. Draw-
ing upon this kind of example it is commonly held that, unlike most domains, 
belief and knowledge about aesthetic qualities cannot, or should not, or cannot 
very well (depending on the concern) be formed just by deferring to testimony. 
We can at best form a mere supposition. To support this, it is observed that 
when reporting on an aesthetic matter when one hasn’t seen the object in ques-
tion, we feel the strong urge to add a disclaimer such as ‘I have only heard that 
it is beautiful’, or ‘It is supposed to be beautiful’, or even ‘It is probably beau-
tiful’. 

Whilst the method sketched above is widely endorsed, it is important that 
we take note of the many reasons why we should proceed with caution. First, 
(i) it is questionable whether, empirically speaking such intuitions are felt 
quite as widely and generally as many philosophers have assumed.16 Second, 
(ii) even if these intuitions are generally felt, it is questionable whether an 
appeal to an intuition pump is valuable and reliable philosophically speaking.17 
This is to say, at a general level, it is not clear that a (sufficiently widespread) 
intuitive sense of unease constitutes an appropriate methodology for the con-
struction of philosophical arguments. Third, (iii) regardless of whether the use 
of intuition pumps can be a valuable philosophical tool, it is questionable 
whether an appeal to an intuitive unease is necessary for us to construct a case 
against aesthetic testimony.18 Finally, (iv) it is questionable whether the above 
kinds of bread and butter cases are reliable intuition pumps for the case at 
hand. For it is not obvious that all those who engage with such intuition pumps 
are operating from the same starting assumptions. And even if we were oper-
ating from the same starting assumptions, our intuitions may still not have 
been sufficiently and reliably pumped to assess the matter in hand. This latter 
consideration addresses not so much the issue about whether an appeal to in-
tuitions is ever an appropriate methodology, but whether our intuitions have 
been properly teased. I shall examine these points in the same order as above 
(although some considerations of the final point are relevant to our ability to 
determine the first).  

 
16 I am grateful to Jon Robson for valuable feedback and for giving me access to his unpublished 
manuscript. See Robson [manuscript, Ch4]. 
17 See Robson [manuscript, Ch4].  
18 See Robson [manuscript, Ch3].  
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0.3.1 (i): Where do our intuitions align?  
Recent empirical experiments conducted by Aaron Meskin, Sam Liao, and 
James Andow have gone some way towards ascertaining the extent to which 
these intuitions are held by a significant majority.19 Interestingly, while the 
results seem to confirm that an intuitive sense of asymmetry is felt by the ma-
jority of people studied, their assessment is less damning about aesthetic tes-
timony than one might assume. In one such study, the authors presented a 
group of participants with a film review and then asked them to assess their 
level of confidence in the truth of various claims about that film based on the 
review. More specifically, they were invited to assess their confidence in the 
truth of the claim that the film possesses various aesthetic properties (e.g. the 
cinematography is beautiful) and non-aesthetic properties (e.g. the location of 
its setting is contemporary Taiwan).20 They found that the participants were 
much more confident in the ascription of the ordinary non-aesthetic properties 
than they were of the ascription of aesthetic qualities to the film. The partici-
pants did regard there to be an asymmetry here. However, the results also 
showed that participants were generally willing to assign some epistemic sta-
tus to aesthetic testimony. As reported by Andow, these experiments were 
conducted using a 7-point scale ‘with an explicitly anchored midpoint (i.e. 
neither confident nor unconfident’ and the participants ratings of confidence 
were consistently significantly higher than the midpoint’. This would suggest 
that most participants found there to be some epistemic value to such testi-
mony.21 Other experiments also showed that there was a significant preference 
for information acquired through first-hand perception (i.e. above testimony) 
in any domain, indicating that the degree of asymmetry might not be as sig-
nificant as typically assumed. This would seem to suggest, as Robson points 
out, that any distrust of aesthetic testimony in particular can in part be ex-
plained by a distrust of testimony in general.22  

Although the results are clearly interesting, there are further reasons to be 
weary of their explanatory power. In order for the experiment to really enable 
us to address the very nature of our intuitions, it is important to know whether 
or not the beliefs reflect the quality ascription in question; whether or not they 
are somehow graded or ranked; and, if so, whether we are all operating with 
the same standard in relation to which level of confidence the formation of a 
belief requires.  

A second experiment conducted by Meskin, Liao, and Andow, revealed 
further problems with such experiments. This second experiment suggested 
that there is some reason to think that the participants were more sceptical 

 
19 Meskin, Liao and Andow (forthcoming), See Robson [manuscript, Ch4], and discussion of it 
can be found in Andow (2018) and Robson [manuscript].  
20 Ibid.  
21 Andow (2018). 
22 Robson [manuscript, Ch 4].  
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about the ability of aesthetic testimony to specifically provide knowledge than 
they were to ascribe some positive degree of confidence in the claim that an 
aesthetic proposition is true. In their words, ‘[i]n two experiments where par-
ticipants were asked whether ‘X knows that the sculpture is beautiful’ follow-
ing a piece of aesthetic testimony from a third party, participants’ ratings are 
significantly below the midpoint’.23 

Here the same concern applies, namely that it is unclear whether or not the 
participants were all operating with the same standard of confidence-level re-
quired for the formation of knowledge. In this case it is unlikely that all par-
ticipants were operating with the same standard since not even philosophers 
can agree on these matters. Whereas some philosophers consider knowledge 
to require ‘certainty’, others set a lower bar.24 Furthermore, in addition to di-
verging impressions about what constitutes knowledge and where to place it 
on a 7-point graded scale, it is possible that the participants may have had 
different ideas about whether such qualities can be held to these epistemic 
standards at all.25 As noted by Robson, they might have been sceptical of the 
relevant kind of truth. Indeed, we cannot be sure that all participants have ap-
proached these questions from the same background assumptions. I shall re-
turn to this point in the next section. As Liao and Meskin have similarly argued 
elsewhere, the asymmetry found might at least partly be explained by the ‘sig-
nificant amount of interpersonal variation in how agents use aesthetic adjec-
tives’.26  

0.3.2 (ii): Should we use intuition pumps?  
Acknowledging that the question largely depends on which intuitions are 
available does not necessarily involve acknowledging that intuitions are an 
appropriate means of determining the matter per se. One approach, described 
by Robson as the ‘nuclear option’, adopted by Jonathan Weinberg among oth-
ers, denies that an appeal to intuitions can have a valuable place in philosoph-
ical discourse.27 Such an approach would certainly fundamentally undermine 
the initial motivation for the asymmetry concern, although it is beyond the 
scope of this thesis to offer reflections on philosophical method at this level 
of  generality. I will, nevertheless, follow Meskin and Robson in acknowledg-
ing that there is an important distinction to be drawn between how on the one 
hand we may intuitively feel that our aesthetic beliefs are and should be 
formed, and how, on the other hand, they actually are and should be formed.28 
According to Meskin, there are two distinct phenomena here: one is 

 
23 Meskin, Liao and Andow [manuscript].  
24 See, for example, Baron Reed (2011).  
25 Robson [manuscript] 
26 Liao and Meskin (2017).  
27 See Robson [forthcoming, Ch 4]; and Weinberg (2007) 
28 Meskin (2004; 2007); Robson (2014; 2019) and Robson [manuscript, Ch4].  
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psychological (i.e. the claim that ‘we do not accept aesthetic testimony to the 
same extent that we accept other sorts of testimony’), and the other is epis-
temic (i.e. ‘aesthetic testimony does not have the epistemic value of other 
kinds of testimony’29). Indeed, it may well be the case that many of us do not 
accept aesthetic testimony in the same way that we accept other sorts of testi-
mony. (Meskin, attributes this to a widespread folk belief in aesthetic relativ-
ism of the kind captured by the popular maxim, ‘beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder.’)30 But even if most of us tend to treat aesthetic testimony as if it has 
little epistemic value, this does not necessarily have a bearing on the claim 
that such testimony lacks the epistemic status enjoyed by other kinds of testi-
mony. As popular as these intuitive appeals may be, then, they may offer little 
argumentative support.  

0.3.3 (iii): Do we need intuition pumps?  
One might wonder whether an appeal to intuitions on these matters is always 
necessary, particularly for those concerns pertaining to epistemic futility. Do 
we really need to appeal to intuitions in order to determine whether or not we 
can acquire any epistemic states (be it beliefs or knowledge, say) in light of 
deference to this kind of aesthetic testimony? Is it not just something that we 
know?31 Focusing specifically on the role of aesthetic testimony in our prac-
tices of belief formation, Robson observes that ‘the claim that we do not,', or 
more minimally speaking, ‘tend not to, form aesthetic beliefs on the basis of 
testimony seems like a piece of obvious common sense. Can’t we just tell?’32 
In response, he has argued that there is evidence to suggest that ‘we are re-
markably poor at introspectively identifying the sources of our aesthetic be-
liefs’.33 To bring this out, he appeals to various empirical studies which indi-
cate that the aesthetic attributions of the participants were influenced by non-
aesthetic factors, such as exposure effects and pricing). 

Let me introduce just one case here, namely the experiment conducted by 
E. H. Hess in 1965. In this experiment, participants were shown photographs 
which were perceptually identical except for some artificially manipulated dif-
ferences in the size of the pupils of the individual portrayed.34 Most notably, 
the individuals with the larger pupil size were implicitly judged to be more 
attractive. Robson observes that in such cases, ‘the subjects failed to correctly 
identify the sources of their aesthetic judgments … but this did not prevent 
them from coming up with introspective ‘reasons’ for their judgements’.35 The 

 
29 Meskin (2004), p.68.  
30 Meskin (2004),p.84.  
31 Robson [manuscript, Ch 3]  
32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid.  
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subjects offered suggestions such as ‘He is smiling more’, ‘She has a softer 
face’, to account for their preferences.36 In doing so these participants revealed 
a large degree of introspective unreliability on aesthetic matters.37 Hence he 
argues that even if it ‘introspectively seems like our aesthetic beliefs aren’t 
formed on the basis of testimony’, such intuitions would none the less ‘provide 
scant evidence in favour of’ approaches which deny the value of testimony.38 
The claim here is that introspection is an unreliable means of identifying how 
we have formed aesthetic beliefs.  

While these experiments are undoubtedly interesting, it is not evident that 
they fully address the philosophical issue under scrutiny. The issue is not 
whether we are introspectively reliable in identifying how we have formed an 
aesthetic belief, but rather whether we are introspectively reliable in identify-
ing that we possess a belief. Nevertheless the fact that there is apparent disa-
greement in this area at least suggests that this is indeed something that we 
cannot just decide on without further examination. 

0.3.4  (iv): Have our intuitions been reliably tested?  
Finally, we need to consider whether our intuitions are reliably tested by 
standard intuition pumps. The ‘bread and butter’ cases which inspire these 
intuition pumps are narrowly focused and limitedly described, while the im-
plications are more often than not taken to be very wide-ranging. The focus is 
on deference to basic testimony, offered without any supporting evidence on 
the matter, concerning primarily thin evaluative aesthetic properties (e.g. 
beauty and ugliness). But cases of non-basic aesthetic testimony, that is to say 
those offered with reasons for the ascription of aesthetic properties and cases 
involving slightly thicker aesthetic qualities (e.g. vivid, dynamic, balanced) 
are rarely considered. If there is an asymmetry, it may for all we know be 
highly specific.  

The kind of cases that tend to be considered are often described in very 
limiting ways. I shall provide further details of the implications of this in sub-
sequent chapters. Here I simply want to flag the possibility that such factors 
may be a source of intuitive unease. When faced with these intuition pumps 
we generally have limited information about the testifier, our relationship to 
the testifier, and even how to verify aesthetic testimonial competence in the 
first place. Even when information about the former two is provided there is 
often no explanation of how these changes may be relevant. The bread and 
butter cases generally rely on the following kind of example:  
 
Art Gallery 1:  

 
36 Ibid.  
37 Ibid.  
38 Ibid.  
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Suppose that one day you notice in passing that a new local art gallery has 
opened. You realise that you have some free time and decide to enter. As you 
enter through the door some people leave, excitedly telling one another:  
 
A: ‘That last piece was beautiful.’ 
B: ‘That last piece was a simple charcoal sketch.’  
 

You yourself haven’t yet entered the gallery, nor seen the piece in question 
for yourself. Has your epistemic standing improved in light of the information 
offered by A? Is it different to the epistemic standing provided by listening to 
the testimony of B? Can you ascribe the property of beauty to the last piece, 
even though you haven’t seen it yet? If you can do it, should you (under vari-
ous epistemic and aesthetic standards)? Would it be the same if you had been 
asked to describe the piece as a charcoal sketch?  

Clearly, these are significant questions. What would happen in a scenario 
represented by the following case?  

 
Art Gallery 2:  
A: ‘That last piece was beautiful, this was brought out by its simplicity.’  
B: ‘That last piece was a simple charcoal sketch.’  

 
Or consider:  
 

Art Gallery 3:  
A: ‘That last piece was so delicate and balanced.’  
B: ‘That last piece was a simple charcoal sketch.’  
 

Thi Nguyen has recently studied the narrow scope of the bread and butter cases 
by considering how the situation may change depending upon what we are 
doing with the testimony and what is at stake.39 Indeed, consider whether your 
answers would change what you intend to do with the information. Merely 
look around, buy the piece, or buy it for someone else (Art-Gallery 4)? Would 
your answers change if those whom you overhear were respected art critics 
and curators, or total strangers, or close friends (Art Gallery 5)? Similarly, 
would your answers change if those whom you overheard were addressing 
you directly rather than one other? This is captured by the following scenario:  
 
Art Gallery 6: 
A: ‘Oh hello there, you are in for a treat, it’s a great collection. The last piece 
was marvellous.’  
B: ‘That last piece was a simple charcoal sketch.’  

 
39 Nguyen (2017).  
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Typically, we ask whether we can, or should acquire a belief about an aesthetic 
quality through testimony alone. These simple questions typically provoke a 
simple ‘No’ in response. My aim in this thesis, however, is to be sensitive to 
the important nuances that typical discussions overlook. While I won’t address 
all the pertinent issues here, the account of trust that I shall offer has a partic-
ular bearing on the questions brought up by Art Gallery 5 and 6.  

 
Let us take stock. In this Introduction, I have laid out some standard concerns 
about how we relate to aesthetic testimony and pointed to some reasons to put 
pressure on these concerns. I have argued that the methodology employed 
warrants caution, an argument to which I shall return in subsequent chapters. 
Before we proceed, however, it is necessary to make one further introductory 
clarification about how I shall use the term ‘testimony’. For not all accounts 
of testimony would allow for someone to testify to another person if this tes-
timony was merely overheard in the manner described by Art Gallery 1-5, and 
7. So it is important that I now clarify my use of the term.  

0.4 The Nature of Testimony  
I shall introduce three models of testimony, drawing on a discussion by Jen-
nifer Lackey. We shall refer to them as Narrow, Broad and Moderate views.40 
I will endorse the latter. Some of the reasons offered in rejection of the Narrow 
and Broad views will be more technical, while others will simply reflect the 
fact that these models are basically unhelpful since they fail to capture the kind 
of cases that I and many others with me have in mind when discussing aes-
thetic testimony.  

0.4.1  The Narrow View 
The Narrow View has been defended by C. A. J. Coady, and is captured by 
Lackey as follows:  

S testifies by making some statement that p if and only if:  
N1: S’s stating that p is evidence that p and is offered as evidence that p. 
[Where there is understood to be an objective connection between the evidence 
and that which it is evidence for; one can have evidence even if that which it 
is evidence for is false.]  

 
40 I largely rely on Lackey here and the way I have framed the discussion is influenced by her 
account. Whilst the ‘Narrow’ and ‘Broad’ views broadly reflect her account, there are certain 
divergences. Lackey for example does not describe her view as the moderate one (Lackey 
(2008). Nevertheless, the following framework reflects the simplest way of capturing these 
views.  
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N2: S has the relevant competence, authority or credentials to state truly that 
p.  
N3: S’s statement that p is relevant to some disputed or unresolved question, 
and is directed to those who are in need of evidence on the matter.41  

 
Each condition gives rise to difficulties. We shall assess N1 more thoroughly 
in Chapter Three and Five, for it is not obvious that someone’s statement on a 
matter is evidence of anything. But there is a further aspect of N1 which I 
would like to examine now by drawing our attention to the fact that if one 
were to jointly endorse the idea that there are no aesthetic truths together with 
this narrow view of testimony, then one also must endorse the idea that aes-
thetic statements are not acts of testimony. If there is no such thing as an aes-
thetic truth then there is also no such thing as aesthetic evidence, aesthetic 
competence, or aesthetic authority, no disputed or unresolved question on aes-
thetic discourse, and so strictly speaking no such thing as ‘testimony’ on such 
matters. This is an unintuitive result which doesn’t reflect the way we use the 
term. Even those who voice concerns of epistemic futility on the grounds that 
there is no such thing as aesthetic truth, do not deny that there is such thing as 
aesthetic testimony in the first place.42  

What about N2? In the literature, considerable resistance to this commit-
ment arises due to its inability to accommodate the possibility of an incompe-
tent testifier. As noted by Lackey, the model seems to conflate the question 
‘What is testimony?’ with the question ‘What are the conditions for good and 
bad testimony?’43 Suppose, for example, that a con-artist is called upon to the 
stand in court as an expert witness. Suppose further that the con-artist has 
picked up a few tricks of the trade, handy jargon, in order to sound knowl-
edgeable. Suppose (say, by some feat of hypnosis) that she herself believes 
what she is saying even though it is false. Here, despite her remarkable incom-
petence, we would normally regard her to still have testified.44 The concept of 
an incompetent testifier is not unfamiliar. We are accustomed to questioning 
the reliability of testifiers along these lines.45  

In developing this discussion, it is nevertheless interesting to point out that 
a more plausible condition might be within reach. Meskin, for example, sug-
gests that ‘testimony does not require competence – it requires only that the 

 
41 For more, see Lackey (2008), p.15.  
42 I have at least never come across such a denial in this context. 
43 Ibid, p.16.  
44 We need to be careful here. Lackey argues that N2 eliminates the possibility of an unreliable 
testifier. This is not quite true since someone can be unreliable along two dimensions, incom-
petence and insincerity, and so the possibility of an insincere testifier is not ruled out yet. Nev-
ertheless, the heart of Lackey’s objection remains. 
45 The Narrow View subverts our ordinary language use. This need not be a problem in itself if 
one is in the business of re-defining concepts. But this is not my aim. 
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utterer intends her audience to believe that she is competent’.46 I interpret this 
idea as follows:  

 
N2*: Speaker/Testifer, s, intends that (a) there is an audience, a, and (b), 
that a believes that s has the relevant competence, authority or credentials 
to state/express truly that p, such that if a did not already believe p, they 
would believe p now.  

 

N2* needs to be treated with caution, and the reason for this caution brings us 
to concerns which also target N3. We can accept N2* with the clarification 
that one need not assume there to be any audience member other than oneself. 
One may testify even if one has no intention to provide belief or knowledge 
(or, put more strongly, even if the speaker/expresser actively intends not to be 
such a source), and even if the hearer does not require any information on the 
matter.47 With respect to the second point, think here of how, say, a stranger 
might tell you that the earth is round. You will likely not need testimony on 
this matter since you already know that this is the case. Yet this does not de-
tract from the fact that the speaker has indeed testified something. This shows 
that a speaker can testify regardless of whether the hearer needs the infor-
mation.48 With regards to the first point, think here of the information acquired 
by eavesdroppers and those who read the private diaries of others, or crack a 
coded message.49 In such a case it seems that the information acquired does 
not result from other epistemic sources such as inference, memory or mere 
perception, and through a process of elimination it seems here, too, to be a 
matter of ‘testimony’. And again this reflects how we use the term normally, 
and how I shall be using it here. It seems possible for s to testify even if that 
which has been expressed, p, was never intended to reach anyone else, and 
indeed even if she intended not to become an epistemic source.50 

0.4.2  The Broad View  
In response to the Narrow View, as observed by Lackey, on the one hand, we 
want to say that testimony can be communicated regardless of the intentions 

 
46 Meskin (2007), p.124.  
47 In relation to N1 and N3 a lot hinges on how we understand terms such as ‘directed at’ and 
‘offered as’. It is not clear that these need be intentional.  
48 Lackey frames this in terms of whether the hearer requires evidence rather than believes 
herself to require. She argues that this can be demonstrated in the way that we might talk of 
how a psychic can testify that Elvis is not dead, or how a theist at an atheist’s dinner party might 
testify to their faith ( 2008, p.15). I think, however, that in these examples an ambiguity emerges 
as to whom determines whether or not the matter is undisputed, and whom determines whether 
evidence is required.  
49 Lackey (2008), p. 31).  
50 Indeed, if we acquire information from private diaries it seems more appropriate to describe 
the source as testimonial rather than perceptual, or from memory, reason or introspection.  
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of the hearer and that it occurs simply because the speaker has said it. On the 
other hand, it appears that testimony can be communicated regardless of the 
intentions of the speaker, and that it occurs simply because the hearer has 
heard it. This analysis lends itself to a much broader view of testimony, but 
we should be careful as to how broad we go. The simple idea behind what we 
shall call the ‘Broad View’ is that testimony is a ‘statement [or expression] of 
someone’s thoughts or beliefs, which they might direct to the world at large, 
and to no one in particular’, as endorsed for example by Sosa.51 This account 
valuably avoids the above objections to the Narrow View by placing no real 
restrictions on the testifier’s competence, the speaker’s intention or the 
hearer’s needs. This kind of account is also seen in Fricker’s claim that testi-
mony is just intentional ‘tellings generally’.52 On this kind of view, testimony 
is simply an expression with potentially informative content.  

One advantage of this view is that it is broad enough to accommodate tes-
timony as given both by people who do not intend to offer information to oth-
ers, and to people who do not need it. This broadness is a strength, and I think 
it makes a suitable first pass at an attempt to capture the nature of testimony. 
Indeed, I do not think it false to say that testimony is an expression or ‘telling’ 
of someone’s thoughts or beliefs; I just don’t think it is only this. Whilst it may 
be a useful starting-point, and set us on the right track, there is a danger that it 
is too broad and too accommodating. The account’s downfall lies in the ac-
commodation of entirely non-intentional and non-conscious expressions such 
as that uttered in sleep-talk. Whilst the accommodation of sleep-talk is not a 
knock-down reason to avoid this view, it ought nevertheless to strike us as 
odd. A more moderate view is called for, and I think the view defended by 
Lackey meets this call.  

0.4.3 The Moderate View 
Drawing from Lackey, we can say that whilst the testifier need not always 
intend that a receiver of testimony will acquire information on the matter, the 
testifier must always have awareness and an intention that what is expressed 
is something which has potentially informative and communicable content, 
regardless of whether or not information is in fact communicated to anyone. 
She argues that we need to construct ‘the concept of an act of communication 
broadly so that it does not require that the speaker intend to communicate to 
others; rather that the speaker intend to express communicable content’.53  

This distinction operates on a very fine line. In an effort to try and bring 
out the relevant distinction, consider the following examples which are drawn 
from Lackey’s account:  

 
51 See Lackey (2008), p.20; Fricker (2012), p. 254.  
52 Ibid.  
53 Lackey (2008), p.28 
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Eavesdropping Eve: At Eve’s workplace the emergency staircase is the 
place that one of her boss uses to get some distance from the office and take 
personal phone calls, prepare for speeches, give herself pep-talks, etc.. Yet 
Eve loves to keep fit so she tries to take the stairs whenever she can. This 
has had the unfortunate consequence that she has acquired a lot of private 
and personal information about her boss, information which her boss had 
no intention of communicating to her.  

 

Bopping Bob: Suppose Bob has his headphones in and is bopping around 
to music in the breakroom at work. Mark pops his head around the door 
and says ‘Bob would you like to join us for lunch?’. Unaware that Mark is 
talking to him, Bob does not reply but continues to bop his head around. 
Unaware that Bob has his headphones in, Mark interprets the head-bops as 
communicating ‘yes’. 54  

 

Love-struck Lucy: Lucy has a mild crush on Percy from her tennis club, 
but has promised herself not to communicate this to Percy in order to avoid 
the drama, effort, and potentially humiliating rejection. She intends and is 
very happy to leave the situation at that, since strongly believes that there 
are other fish in the sea. She has told her teammate Stacy about all of this, 
and this is unfortunate because Stacy loves drama. At the tennis club’s 
Christmas party, Lucy has had a little too much wine, and Stacy succeeds 
in encouraging her to confess her feelings to Percy.55  

 
In each of these cases, someone has acquired a new belief or knowledge based 
on what they believe to be an expression of communicated information. Yet 
in each of these cases there is a sense in which the testifier did not have full 
control of the situation nor a clear intention to testify. Let us take these in turn. 
In the case of Eavesdropping Eve, it is clear that the boss had no intention to 
communicate any information to Eve. However, she did intend to express 
something which has potentially informative communicable content. That is, 
she intended to communicate to whoever was at the other end of the phone 
call. The boss might not have testified to Eve, but she did testify that x, and 
Eve learnt that x through testimony. In this case, the boss deliberately and 
consciously decided to utter words knowing that if they were heard by anyone, 
such words could communicate informative content. Accordingly, she can be 
understood to have testified the information that Eve now holds. The case of 
Eavesdropping Eve is a case of testimony. The same thing occurs in the case 
of private diaries, even if those diaries were supposed to be encrypted. In such 
a case the diary writer has testified to the information found in the diary. We 

 
54 Lackey details precisely this kind of case (2008), p.15.  
55 Lackey has a similar example of a spy and truth-serum. (2008), p.28.  
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can contrast this with the case of Bopping Bob who had no such intention to 
express anything with potentially informative communicable content. As 
such, he did not testify. The case of (Mildly) Love-struck Lucy is a little dif-
ferent because it is less clear whether Lucy has an intention to reveal her crush. 
It is relatively unclear whether she can be held responsible for her actions. We 
shall return to issues of testimonial intention and responsibility in Chapter 
Four. We might say that, prior to the party, Lucy had no intention to prompt 
Percy into forming the relevant belief or knowledge, and yet at some point 
during the party, given the release of her inhibitions, Lucy did have an inten-
tion to do this. It is, however, an intention that Lucy later regrets. In which 
case we can say that Percy learnt about Lucy’s feelings for him through Lucy’s 
own testimony to that effect. In each case, testimony must be conducted with 
at least some awareness and intention that potentially informative content has 
been expressed. Testimony involves an intentional expression of something 
with potentially informative content even if there need not be an intention to 
communicate to any specific person.  

Lackey’s account effectively captures the distinction being drawn here. 
Hers is a disjunctive view of testimony which captures these two intuitions 
broadly as follows:  
 

S testifies that p by making an act of communication [acting to express 
something with potentially-informative content] a if and only if in virtue of 
a’s [potentially-informative] content, (1) S reasonably intends to convey 
the information that p, or (2), a is reasonably taken as conveying the infor-
mation that p.56  
 

There are four important things to mention here. First, Lackey clarifies that 
‘reasonably’ captures the sense in which a normal hearer or speaker would in 
similar circumstances take as conveying p. Second, she explains that ‘in vir-
tue’ describes the sense in which, while the acquisition of knowledge or belief 
may involve various conceptual and cognitive capacities to be in place, the 
information is largely acquired in virtue of someone expressing potentially 
informative content, and not acquired in virtue of someone’s conveying infor-
mation through different resources (such as inference or perception). This, for 
example, is designed to rule out the kinds of situations in which someone sings 
‘I have a soprano voice’ in a soprano voice and conveys this information in 
virtue of the perceptual content arising from the act of singing.57 Third, we 
should observe the slipping terminology of testimony as a ‘statement’ in the 
Narrow View, wordings such as ‘tellings’ and ‘expression’ in the Broad View 
and here. Whilst it is not clear precisely how the terms ‘statement’ and 
‘tellings’ are intended to be used, it is apparent nonetheless that it would be 

 
56 Lackey (2008), p.35.  
57 Lackey (2008), 31.  
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overly restrictive to account for testimonial acts merely in the form of a de-
clarative sentence, or spoken or written assertions in the form x is p. This 
would be to overlook nods of the head, shrugs and other gestures. The term 
‘expression’ accommodates this more clearly. Finally, whilst this is the model 
of testimony that we shall engage with at present, it is important to recognise 
the context in which this and other models are steeped, that is to say testimony 
between individuals. Indeed, it is particularly important that we recognise that 
the nature of group testimony may be a different matter. We shall save this 
question for Chapter Four.  

0.5 Introductory Summary   
The purpose of this introduction has been to formulate the main questions of 
the thesis and to examine the philosophical commitments that underpin them. 
I have made a preliminary survey of the theoretical landscape in which several 
relevant parts of the current debate are lodged and introduced some of the key 
concepts on which the analysis rests. We have seen that the issue of aesthetic 
testimony is a contentious one, which has invited a number of different objec-
tions. I have claimed that the motivation and methodological basis of those 
objections is open to question.  

Much of the thesis is concerned with what I have called the Common com-
mitments. That is, the various commitments which rest on the idea that, while 
we can form true beliefs about the ascription of aesthetic qualities to objects 
of appreciation by deferring to aesthetic testimony, and that doing so can have 
positive epistemic implications, such a practice has no significant positive aes-
thetic implications. In Chapter One I will examine these commitments more 
thoroughly.  
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1 Chapter One: Aesthetic Testimony 

One of the main aims of this thesis is to conduct an analysis of aesthetic testi-
mony in relation to the Common Commitments outlined in the Introduction. 
As we saw, there is an underlying concern about aesthetic testimony which 
centres around the idea that testimony seems to operate differently in aesthetic 
and non-aesthetic contexts. One aspect of this concern is the claim that, unlike 
standard cases of non-aesthetic testimony, aesthetic testimony cannot enable 
belief formation about the attribution of aesthetic qualities. An increasingly 
common response to this underlying concern holds that aesthetic testimony 
does not, in fact, operate in a way that is entirely different from standard non-
aesthetic testimony with regards to aesthetic belief-formation. This response 
entails the Common Commitment (1) that we can form beliefs about the as-
cription of aesthetic qualities by deferring to aesthetic testimony. It also holds 
that (2) aesthetic testimony may confer some epistemic benefit. Here it is typ-
ically held that deference to aesthetic testimony is something via which we 
can improve our epistemic standing in important respects. Nonetheless, the 
common response also stipulates that there are many other respects in which 
deference to aesthetic testimony is a problematic way of going about our aes-
thetic lives. In particular, it is held that (3) deference is not an aesthetically 
optimal way of engaging with aesthetic qualities. And in this way, it is held 
that deference is not aesthetically beneficial, or at least not a particularly aes-
thetically beneficial way of engaging with aesthetic qualities. The benefits in 
question refer to that which promotes our pursuit of the ideal kinds of engage-
ments with aesthetic qualities, or the kinds of engagements we strive to attain 
in our aesthetic engagements.  

This chapter sets out to develop the main claims raised in the Introduction 
in order to place the Common Commitments in the theoretical framework 
within which they arise. Paying particular attention to (1), this chapter will 
start to explore the reasons why the Common Commitments call for further 
scrutiny. I show that at least part of the problem for those who endorse (1) has 
to do with the fact that they fail to clarify exactly how we form beliefs. This, 
in turn, results in a failure to clarify exactly how we might form beliefs with 
epistemic benefit (in a manner which has bearing on (2)). As we shall see, 
defenders of the Common Commitments insist that there is nothing epistemi-
cally problematic about deference to aesthetic testimony which follows from 
their conception of the nature of aesthetic beliefs. This may be so. However, 
it does not rule out the possibility that there are other aspects of a deferential 
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engagement with aesthetic testimony which are epistemically problematic. As 
we shall see, some theorists acknowledge that there may be something epis-
temically problematic about deference to aesthetic testimony in other respects, 
but not in ways which affect (2). I think this is mistaken. In Chapters Two and 
Five I shall discuss one way in which deferential engagements with aesthetic 
testimony are epistemically problematic in a manner which puts their under-
standing of (2) into question and even puts pressure on (1). I shall propose a 
resolution to these problems in the second half of my thesis.  

Many theorists responding to concerns about aesthetic testimony accept 
Commitment (1).58 However, it seems that not everyone does. Objections to 
commitment (1) have bearing on what I referred to in the Introduction as con-
cerns of ‘epistemic futility’. This chapter starts by looking at these kind of 
concerns of epistemic futility. This will enable us to introduce the increasingly 
prevalent response offered by those who endorse the Common Commitments. 
It is important that we start here since before we can assess (2) and (3) – claims 
about the implications of forming beliefs through deference to aesthetic testi-
mony. We first need to address the concern that we cannot form aesthetic be-
liefs by deference to aesthetic testimony in the first place. An assessment of 
(1) for this reason must take methodological priority. What our assessment 
will reveal is that, if (1) is true, much more needs to be said about how aes-
thetic belief formation operates in the light of testimony, particularly if we are 
to proceed and engage with (2) and (3). This chapter will open by showing 
what I take to be missing from the standard explication of (1) and the full 
philosophical significance of this omission.  

Chapter One is comprised of four sections. §1.1 will briefly survey the the-
oretical landscape in which the debate is set. Here we will contextualise the 
Common Commitments, adding particular focus on certain prominent con-
cerns from epistemic futility, namely those which reject (1). §§1.2–1.3 will 
assess a key principle which has motivated the debate on aesthetic testimony, 
including rejections of (1). In §1.2 I will add some clarifications and explore 
precisely what the principle involves. In §1.3 I shall offer some reasons for 
why this principle is upheld. Drawing from this I will outline some arguments 
rejecting this principle as applied to aesthetic belief formation. However, §1.4 
highlights that current accounts which do reject this principle fail to ade-
quately explicate the claim that we can form aesthetic beliefs through testi-
mony. I shall conclude that if it is the case that we can form aesthetic beliefs 
on the basis of aesthetic testimony, and that doing so can be epistemically 
beneficial, particularly in the manner that they suggest, then we really need to 

 
58 Instead they deny that we can form rational aesthetic belief (see, Whiting (2015)), or justified 
aesthetic belief, or knowledge (see for example Meskin (2004)). Sometimes the debate is also 
phrased in terms of the ‘legitimate’ or ‘acceptable’ sources of aesthetic belief (see, Hopkins 
(2006), for example). 
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explain this process in some detail. With the help of some examples, my final 
section begins to explore the overlooked importance of these issues.  

1.1 Concerns from Epistemic Futility 
As we saw in the Introduction, there is a considerable variety of concerns 
raised against the idea of engaging with aesthetic testimony.59 Most of these 
concerns are targeted at deference to basic testimony. The notion of ‘basic 
testimony’ here refers to a simple testimonial statement which has been of-
fered without supporting evidence. Whereas complex testimony operates with 
some supporting claim about the quality that is ascribed, and operates in the 
form ‘x has quality p because of, or in virtue of, its possession of qualities q, 
r, and s’, basic testimony operates without this support in the form ‘object of 
appreciation x has quality p’.60  

Non-deferential engagements with aesthetic testimony occur when one 
hears another’s testimony, say ‘x is beautiful’, and this leaves one unsure 
about whether or not to believe ‘x is beautiful’.61 One then decides to conduct 
one’s own investigations into the relationship between x and beauty – where 
this primarily means attempting to observe the quality of beauty in x using 
one’s perceptual experience. So if you were to tell me that a certain painting 
is beautiful and I am not sure whether or not to believe you, and I proceeded 
to examine the painting in order to ascertain whether it is true, I would have 
been using your testimony non-deferentially.62 Although testimony here may 
serve as a launch pad for you to come to form the belief that the painting is 
beautiful, you will only have this belief because you have verified the matter 
for yourself, using your own perception. By contrast, if you were to tell me 
that a certain painting is beautiful, and I then accept that what you say is true 
without attempting to verify the matter for myself using perceptual experi-
ence, this would be a case of my deferring to your testimony.  

It is important to note that deferential engagements need not occur with 
temporal immediacy and might occur under the influence of, or with the help 
of, one’s present knowledge of the testifier’s competence and sincerity. This 
remains a case of deference so long as one refrains from attempting to verify 
the truth of the precise matter in question (x is p) in a first-hand manner, using 

 
59 Kant is typically seen as the first to show resistance to the idea that aesthetic testimony an 
epistemically viable mode of enquiry(1793/2000, §32–3). See also Tormey (1974); Pettit 
(1983); Mothersill (1984). The focus here tends to be on justified belief and knowledge. Ac-
cording to all these philosophers, aesthetic testimony is not something through which we can 
acquire epistemic states such as justified belief and knowledge.  
60 I shall return to how complex testimony can be seen to work in aesthetics in Chapter Two. 
61 At least as the term is used here. Cf, Introduction.  
62 See Daniel Wodak (forthcoming).  
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ones one’s perceptual resources with testimony serving only as a guide.63 We 
shall say more about the relationship between the concepts of perception and 
first-hand experience in due course.  

As previously noted, the act of deferring to basic aesthetic testimony with 
the goal of broadly improving one’s epistemic standing (and relatedly, the act 
of offering aesthetic testimony with pedagogic intentions) has acquired a du-
bious reputation among aestheticians.64 We saw in the Introduction that the 
reasons for this can be carved along various normative and psychological lines 
in addition to epistemic, practical and aesthetic ones. I have carved them in 
terms of concerns of epistemic futility, epistemic inferiority and general irre-
sponsibility. The focus of these concerns can be on various different kinds of 
epistemic state (knowledge, appreciation, beliefs and justified beliefs).65 Re-
call that concerns of irresponsibility are concerns that epistemic gain through 
deferential testimony is something that we ought not to strive to attain. Here 
the idea is that it is damaging for our aesthetic, epistemic or moral practices 
in some way. Concerns from epistemic inferiority are concerns that epistemic 
gain through testimony in aesthetics is something that we cannot attain very 
well. These should both be distinguished from the concern that the kind of 
epistemic states in question are things that we just cannot attain through 

 
63 I should acknowledge that whilst deference to testimony usually involves deference to an-
other’s testimony, there can be cases of self-deference in which one defers to one’s past self. 
As discussed by Howell (2014, p.390), a person with amnesia might be able to appeal to, say, 
a diary report from her past self to believe that p. I want to clarify that I shall be focusing here 
on other-regarding deference. I should also mention that there are a few kinds of other-regarding 
deference. The first is sometimes referred to as a ‘derivative deference’ to testimony (Ibid, 
p.392). Here, another person testifies that p, where p has been calculated (either with your 
knowledge or without) using your own values although you yourself happen not to have been 
the calculator. Certain friends who know you very well or perhaps religious figureheads might 
plausibly be seen in this light (Ibid., 391). Not all cases of derivative deference to testimony 
will involve testimony that is offered with reliability or sincerity however, as many cases of 
derivative testimony will have been made because the testifier merely tells you what they think 
you want to hear (for reasons of snobbery or pride, say). The second kind of deference to testi-
mony has been called a ‘foundational’ deference to another’s testimony. These are cases in 
which you have provided no influence on the testimony that is offered. For our present purposes 
it will suffice to talk of deference generally.   
64 Kant (2000[1790]); Sibley (2001b); Mothersill (2005); Tormey (1973).  
65 The term ‘judgement’ is often used in this context. As seen in the Introduction, the term is 
typically understood in relation to belief. Recall, for example, that Paisley Livingston, targets 
testimony’s capacity to enable us to form aesthetic judgements while stipulating that ‘aesthetic 
judgements may be taken as beliefs and corresponding assertions that some item has some […] 
aesthetic quality, such as elegance, as well as evaluations or verdicts to the effect that the item 
is aesthetically good or bad in some way’.65 Here ‘belief’ appears to be a disposition to form 
some proposition, and ‘judgement’ is the manifestation of that disposition; as is standard. More 
recently, the term ‘judgement’ has been used by some aestheticians to capture something else, 
something more appreciative (see for example, Gorodeisky and Marcus (2018), whilst it is un-
clear how the term is to be understood in some of the earlier uses (for example, that of Kant 
(2000[1970]). For helpful discussion see also Ransom (2017; Robson [manuscript]). We shall 
say more in §1.3, but shall be engaging with most theorists’ use of ‘judgement’ in the standard 
way – in relation to belief.  
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deference to testimony at all, which is the concern of epistemic futility. As 
explained above, concerns of epistemic futility will be the focus of this chap-
ter, especially those centred around belief formation.  

There are various ways in which one might raise a concern of epistemic 
futility specifically about the formation of beliefs in light of deference to basic 
aesthetic testimony with the intention of improving our epistemic standing. 
One might, for example, hold that (a) we cannot improve our epistemic stand-
ing on these matters through deference to basic aesthetic testimony because 
there are no such things as truth and falsity in the aesthetic domain.66 One 
might hold that (b) we cannot improve our epistemic standing on such matters 
through deference to basic aesthetic testimony because there is no such thing 
as aesthetic testimony.67 This is largely a semantic concern which arises when 
endorsing the Narrow View of Testimony in conjunction with (a) (rejected in 
the Introduction). The idea hinges upon the assumption that if there is no aes-
thetic truth, then there can be no testifier. Finally, one might hold (c), namely 
the idea that there may be aesthetic truth and there is aesthetic testimony but 
that we cannot improve our epistemic standing through deference to basic aes-
thetic testimony because belief formation in the aesthetic domain just does not 
work like that. 68 This is the concern, as described by Jon Robson, that it is 
simply ‘impossible to form aesthetic beliefs in light of aesthetic testimony’ 
and that this is ‘entailed by the nature of aesthetic beliefs’.69 

Interestingly, there are two ways to interpret (a)–(c), namely either as con-
cerns of symmetry or concerns of asymmetry. With regards to the former, and 
in line with (a), one might hold that we cannot acquire aesthetic truths through 
deference to basic aesthetic testimony because there are no aesthetic truths, 
but also that there are no truths in any domain whatsoever. Somewhat simi-
larly, in relation to (b), one might hold that there are no cases of genuine aes-
thetic testimony, but that there are no cases of genuine testimony at all (alt-
hough a concern of this nature would clearly be symptomatic of an unhelpful 

 
66 See, for example, Mackie (1977). For discussion, see Meskin (2014) and Kivy (1980). One 
might hold that we cannot improve our epistemic standing on these matters through deference 
to basic aesthetic testimony if the epistemic states in question do not occur and there are no 
such things as aesthetic beliefs. This is an approach which can arise in conjunction with certain 
kinds of aesthetic expressivism. In its broadest characterization, expressivism holds that aes-
thetic assertions such as ‘x is beautiful’ are simply responses to the excitation of a certain feel-
ings, affective pro–or con–attitudes, and that assertions are the expressions of those feeling. See 
for example van Roojen (2018); Fisher (2014); Franzen (2018). This kind of account typically 
accepts the idea that beliefs dispose us to truth-apt descriptions of the world and further rejects 
the idea that aesthetic statements are of this nature. To this degree such views fit under (a). That 
said, not all expressivist theories reject the idea that the expressions in question are truth-apt, 
and nor do all expressivist theories hold that beliefs are simple descriptions. Both contemporary 
quasi-realist expressivists and ‘cognitive expressivists’ push for a new understanding of the 
nature of belief in this respect.66 It is in this context that expressivist accounts relate to (c).  
67 As far as I know, nobody has presented this argument. It just remains a theoretical possibility 
entailed by the endorsement of (a) and a specific account of testimony.  
68 For helpful discussion, see Robson [manuscript, Ch2].  
69 See Robson [manuscript, Ch2].  
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definition). Finally, with regards to (c) it may be argued that there can be both 
aesthetic truth and aesthetic testimony but that we cannot make an epistemic 
gain through straightforward deference to basic aesthetic testimony because 
there is no kind of testimony which works like that in the first place. On this 
account, deference to aesthetic testimony does not enable one to form any aes-
thetic belief (true or otherwise), but there are no domains at all in which def-
erence to testimony functions in the manner described. This would be a fairly 
extreme conclusion. That said, most challenges are concerns of asymmetry. 

In this chapter I am concerned with the asymmetrical approach to (c). Let 
us call it ‘asymmetry-c’. The main idea is that the aesthetic domain operates 
differently from most other domains epistemically, and that we cannot use 
aesthetic testimony to form an aesthetic belief because of the specific nature 
of aesthetic belief.70 Asymmetry-c shall be our focus here because it is in the 
context of this concern that the Common Commitments arise. As indicated 
above, those who endorse the Common Commitments are keen to insist that 
there is nothing epistemically problematic about deference to aesthetic testi-
mony entailed by the nature of aesthetic beliefs.  

As we saw in the Introduction, most asymmetry concerns (asymmetry con-
cerns from epistemic futility, epistemic inferiority and general irresponsibility 
included) are triggered by intuition pumps. Recall, for example, the case of 
my experience at Moderna Museet. It is standardly held that most of us have 
the intuition that whilst we can defer to the testimony of others on matters of 
directions to places, say, we cannot defer to the testimony of others on matters 
concerning aesthetic value. We can also recall from the Introduction that any 
intuitions which are pumped in such context are questionable. That said, what 
I want to do here is to take a closer look at the principle that the purported 
intuitions are standardly taken to reflect, namely, the acquaintance principle.71 
The principle, just like the concerns which follow, can be described in differ-
ent ways. Sometimes it is framed in terms of knowledge, at other times in 
terms of judgement, or belief. At other times, again, it is expressed in terms of 
what we can legitimately believe.72 We shall be focusing on a version which 
targets simple belief formation.  

Drawing from Richard Wollheim’s original formulation, the acquaintance 
principle in the context of belief formation can be understood as the idea that, 
when forming aesthetic beliefs, individuals must have ‘first-hand experience 

 
70 To clarify, ‘most standard contexts’ does not include ethical ones, and many some other 
contexts such as religious ones.  
71 Broadly speaking, the acquaintance principle can influence concerns from epistemic futility, 
inferiority and irresponsibility. Nevertheless the latter can be motivated by other principles and 
concerns. Indeed, with bearing on concerns from epistemic irresponsibility one can often find 
appeals to the principle of ‘autonomy’, for example. See for example Hopkins (2011). I shall 
return to this in Chapter Six. Although these are alternatives to the ‘acquaintance principle’, 
they are only alternatives from the perspective of irresponsibility as opposed to epistemic futil-
ity. The acquaintance principle will be my present focus. 
72 It is unclear whether ‘legitimate’ refers to ‘actually’ or ‘appropriately’. See Hopkins (2006).  
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of their objects’. That is to say, we need to be acquainted with the object in 
question in order to form aesthetic beliefs about it.73 There are a few problems 
with this requirement. First, one can have an experience of an object without 
discerning or picking up on any of its aesthetic qualities. That is to say, to have 
first-hand experience of an object does not ensure awareness of its aesthetic 
qualities.74 Second, we can have awareness of an object’s aesthetic qualities 
without experiencing the object first-hand, (one might instead experience a 
suitable surrogate for example). Indeed, the acquaintance principle is often 
modified to accommodate these two points. We can capture the thought which 
underlies both the original formulation and the modified version of the ac-
quaintance principle as the idea that in order to acquire the relevant kind of 
epistemic state we must have first-hand experience of the aesthetic qualities 
of the object specifically as they are manifested in the object in question.75 A 
modified version of this principle can accept this underlying commitment but 
simply deny that we need to have first-hand experience of the object in ques-
tion in order to be so acquainted with the aesthetic qualities of the object as 
they are manifested in the object. This general idea is what I shall refer to as 
the acquaintance principle hereafter, and I shall go on to outline these different 
readings in due course.  

Now, neither the original requirement nor the modification as applied to 
aesthetic belief formation are entirely convincing. In fact, the failures of both 
versions of the principle is how (1) can get off the ground. As we shall see, a 
much weaker and related requirement may be called for, namely the simple 
expectation that in order to form an aesthetic belief we must at some point in 
our lives have experienced the kind of aesthetic qualities that are in question. 
This is to say that in order to form the belief that ‘x is beautiful’ we must have 
some first-hand familiarity with beauty, even if we haven’t had first-hand ex-
perience of the particular beauty-as-manifested-in-x. However, this final re-
quirement poses no problem for (1) and no longer seems to amount to a full-
blown acquaintance principle. Before we can get to that point, let us first try 
to capture the commitments of the original principle and the modified version 
in greater detail.  

There are two things which call for immediate clarification: first, what ac-
quaintance actually involves or should involve; and, second, why acquaint-
ance is important in this context. An examination of the first of these points 
will be the primary focus of §1.2, whereas the second will be the principal 

 
73 In its original version (i.e. Wollheim’s), the idea is framed specifically in terms of judge-
ments. Cf, footnote 64 of this text.We shall return to this in §1.3. 
74 That said, it is not clear that the principle may just be setting down a necessary rather than a 
sufficient condition.  
75Richard Wollheim was the first to coin the notion of the ‘acquaintance principle’ and defines 
it as follows: ‘Judgments of aesthetic value, unlike judgments of moral knowledge, must be 
based on first-hand experience of their objects and are not, except within very narrow limits, 
transmissible from one person to another’ (1980, p.233). For other prominent characterisations, 
see for example Hopkins (2006), p.86; Robson (2012; 2013; 2014; 2019); Livingston (2003).  
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subject of §1.3. With regards to the first, I simply aim to highlight that it is 
difficult to know exactly how to apply the acquaintance principle. With re-
gards to the second, my goal is to highlight that it may be mistaken.  

1.2 What is Acquaintance? 
When attempting to understand the acquaintance principle it is important that 
we examine what it is to have experienced something ‘first-hand’.76 We should 
also examine what it is to experience something through perception, for in 
aesthetics the concept of first-hand experience is closely associated with per-
ception. It is often held that to be acquainted with the object of appreciation is 
to have perceived it.77 Clearly, it is important for us to be cautious here since 
there are not only two ways of understanding the concept of perception, but 
there are also several ways of interpreting what it means to have assessed an 
object of appreciation first-hand. Unfortunately, and as we shall soon see in 
greater detail, not all these readings are compatible.  

1.2.1 Acquaintance as Perception? 
Let us start by turning our attention to the concept of perception. I shall take 
it as given that there can be broad and narrow accounts of perception. Let us 
look at the narrow account of perception first. This view endorses the strong 
tradition of primarily thinking of perception as a low-level activity, that is to 
say as representing shape, colour, size and motion through the visual, tactile, 
auditory and other sensory faculties.78 The assumption here is that the qualities 
we perceive exist in our immediate environment and that our access to these 

 
76 For example, Hopkins (2006); Budd (2003); Franzen (2018); Robson (2012; 2013; 2014; 
2019); Livingston (2003). As captured by Livingston this is the assumption that a person must 
base their aesthetic beliefs about an object of appreciation’s possession of aesthetic qualities 
‘on that person’s direct experience of the item’ (2003, p262). 
77 Alan Tormey claims that ‘[i]n art, unlike the law, we do not admit judgments in the absence 
of direct or immediate experience of the object of the judgment. We require critical judgments 
to be rooted in “eye-witness” encounters, and the epistemically indirect avenues of evidence, 
inference and authority that are permissible elsewhere are anathema here’ Tormey (1973, p.39). 
See also Livingston (2003, p.260). Marcia Muelder Eaton similarly argues that ‘[O]ne must 
perceive the work for oneself’ (2001, p.11). Many trace the idea back to Kant, for example to 
his claim that ‘whether a dress, a house, or a flower is beautiful is a matter upon which one 
declines to allow one’s judgement to be swayed by any reasons or principles. We want to get a 
look at the object with our eyes…’ (Critique of the Power of Judgment, (2000,[1790]), §8). It 
is not always clear how these theorists use the term ‘judgement’ – although typically it is en-
gaged with in relation to belief. It is a matter of some disagreement as to what kind of concern 
(that of futility, irresponsibility, inferiority) they intended to raise. Similar reflections can be 
found in Sibley (2001/1965), p.34.  
78 Indeed the term ‘aesthetics’, coined in the 18th century by Alexander Baumgarten, originally 
derives from the Greek term aesthesis meaning ‘sense perception’. For more on this, see Guyer 
(2020) and Schellekens (2019).  
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qualities has been achieved only through the exercise of our own sensory abil-
ities.79 Observe that this portrayal of perception and how it works accords well 
with the most common kinds of aesthetic engagement. For example, the belief 
that the predominant use of yellow hues in Van Gogh’s Quinces, Lemons and 
Pears adds a sense of warmth and unity to the artwork is most obviously ena-
bled by our sensory perception of the yellow pigments that the qualities of 
‘warmth’ and ‘unity’ are dependent upon. Similarly, the belief that the dis-
cordant harmonies of the piano set against a regular beat in David Bowie’s 
‘Aladdin Sane’ offers an increasingly eerie and unsettling quality is a belief 
which is most obviously enabled by listening to the song. Nevertheless, while 
the notion of sensory perception covers our principal means of forming aes-
thetic beliefs, it cannot be the only means of forming aesthetic beliefs.80  

As is widely known, Beethoven was deaf when he composed some of his 
masterworks. Presumably, although Beethoven lacked direct sensory percep-
tion of his works, a fair description of his situation would be that he possessed 
suitable beliefs and knowledge about these works primarily through the imag-
ination. And whilst the imagination would have been aided by memory, and 
his memory was informed by the perception of individual notes, it can still be 
said that Beethoven created a piece which he had never perceived through his 
senses. Perhaps there are reasons to believe, then, that sensory perception is 
not the only means by which we can experience aesthetic qualities as mani-
fested in the object and form beliefs about them.  

The idea that sensory perception is not necessarily the only means of ac-
cessing aesthetic qualities gains strength when we turn to aesthetic objects 
which lack spatio-temporal qualities. These entities are typically classed as 
non-perceptual, such as in the case of works of conceptual art. For the target 
of our attention in works of conceptual art can, arguably, be said to lie (pri-
marily at least) in the idea expressed by the work and not merely the material 
used to express it.81 To some extent, the artwork is in some significant respect 

 
79 Aesthetic properties are higher order properties. High-order properties are the kinds of prop-
erties which are represented at the level of thought or judgement, including causal properties, 
evaluative properties, emotional properties, being a member of an artificial or natural kind, etc.. 
These properties are often assumed to depend on low-level sense properties.  
80 In many non-aesthetic contexts, the idea that perception is not the only resource for belief 
formation would not be uncontroversial. We could, and frequently do, appeal to memory, in-
ference, testimony, affect, and the imagination. Now, perhaps not all of these resources are 
available to us in aesthetics. Indeed we will challenge the appeal to inference in Chapter Two. 
Moreover, perhaps not all of these resources are always entirely reliable. Or perhaps not all of 
them could produce knowledge. But this is not our present concern, which remains the specific 
process of aesthetic belief formation. 
81 I have inserted the term ‘primarily’ in parenthesis here to capture the fact that there is disa-
greement among theorists as to the precise immateriality of conceptual art. Conceptual art is 
often classed as ‘the idea’ itself, supported by the position that the existence of an ‘idea is nec-
essary and sufficient for [the existence of] art’ (Piper 1969 – cited in Schellekens (2007, p.72)). 
Not only is the representation of ideas taken to be central to art-making, but it is also held that 
these ideas are themselves the proper ‘material’ of conceptual pieces. As Sol LeWitt writes, 
‘ideas alone can be works of art’ (1969 – cited in Schellekens (2007, p.74). However, some 
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the idea.82 Consider, for example, Olafur Eliasson’s Ice Watch London (2018). 
This is a piece in which blocks of melting ice, after having broken away from 
a fjord in Greenland, were brought over to London. The blocks were placed 
throughout the city for everyone to see, walk around and touch. Now, as a 
work of conceptual art, it could be held that the sensory perception that visitors 
had was not a perception of the work itself, or at least not in full, but that 
instead their perception was of a part of the material through which the art-
work was presented to its audience. To assume that the material, rather than 
the idea, was the artwork itself, on this line, would be to appreciate the art on 
the wrong terms. To use another example, consider a work where there simply 
is nothing for us to engage with perceptually, such as Robert Barry’s Inert Gas 
Series (1969). This is a series of works in which small amounts of impercep-
tible gasses were released into the atmosphere in the Californian desert. Of 
course, and as pointed out by Elisabeth Schellekens, it is not just conceptual 
artworks which serve as non-perceptual objects of aesthetic appreciation, but 
also scientific proofs, chess moves, jokes, mathematical equations.83 Indeed, 
consider how we tend to describe a chess move as ‘elegant’ or refer to the 
‘subtlety’ of a good joke, or again the ease with which we describe people as 
both ‘beautiful, inside and out’.84  

In view of cases such as these, the person who wants to defend both the 
acquaintance principle and the idea that perception is fundamental to aesthetic 
experience has two broad options. Let us call these the ‘restrictive option’ and 
the ‘permissive option’ respectively. The restrictive option endorses the nar-
row view of perception. It simply denies that the kind of entities described in 
the preceding paragraph are capable of possessing the aesthetic qualities we 
tend to ascribe to them. The idea here is that by being non-sensory and non-
perceptual, they must also be non-aesthetic. The use of aesthetic terms in re-
lation to them is deemed to be plain wrong or merely metaphorical: hard luck 
for Beethoven, conceptual art, moral character, chess players and mathemati-
cians! 

It is interesting to note that there are in fact two ways of approaching the 
restrictive option, one which spells the end for conceptual art as an artform 
and another which embraces its particular character. On the first of these, it is 
argued that since such works are (at least predominantly) non-sensory and 

 
philosophers have questioned whether conceptual art is really as immaterial as it claims. 
Schellekens, for example has argued that whilst the idea is still the artwork ‘and not the medium 
as such – the medium still needs to be well chosen if it is to articular the idea it seeks to repre-
sent’ (2007, p.84). Peter Lamarque (2007) and Louise Hanson (2015) have both also argued 
that medium must play a role despite the fact that the idea remains of primary importance.  
82 I also don’t want to deny that the identity of other kind of artworks might lie primarily in the 
idea that they express. David Davies’ (2004) ontology of art, for example, argues that all art 
should be understood along similar lines. 
83 Schellekens (2019) 
84 Bertrand Russell similarly held that ‘mathematics, rightly viewed, possesses not only truth, 
but supreme beauty’, cited in Schellekens (2007) and (2019).  
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non-perceptual, they are not only non-aesthetic but also non-art. To use 
Schellekens’ words: 

 
[I]n this vein, Greenberg and Beardsley among others have argued that there 
can be no such thing as non-aesthetic art insofar as there can be no art the 
appreciation of which is not sense-perceptual. On this view, for something to 
be an artwork, it must have aesthetic qualities, and since aesthetic qualities are 
assumed to be qualities grasped by the senses, it seems to rule out any art which 
is not specifically aimed at evoking sensory aesthetic impressions.85  

 
However, it is not the case that everyone who regards aesthetic qualities as 
necessarily perceived through the senses also rejects conceptual art’s status as 
art. The idea here is that there can be non-aesthetic art. Arthur Danto, for ex-
ample takes this line, and many conceptual artists and conceptual art critics do 
too.86 As pointed out by Schellekens, many hold that the aim of conceptual art 
is precisely ‘to “[free] itself of aesthetic parameters” and embrace an alto-
gether different ontological platform’.87  

The permissive option accepts both that we need to be acquainted with the 
manifest aesthetic qualities and the idea that acquaintance is perceptual, but 
rejects the claim that acquaintance needs to be conducted through sensory per-
ception. Instead, it adopts a broad use of the term perception. The broad ac-
count of perception also aims to include the activity of grasping the kinds of 
thing referred to, for example, when we are invited to ‘observe’ or ‘see here’ 
in a way that invites us to share someone’s ‘perspective’ in an argument. This 
more generous conception of perception can include feelings, intuitions, and 
objects of sensory imagination, and reflects Frank Sibley’s understanding of 
aesthetic perception as a form of non-inferential awareness with justificatory 
immediacy.88 On this account of perception, to describe an aesthetic quality as 
perceptual merely indicates that it is not inferred from the presence of non-
aesthetic qualities.89 On such an account we can ‘perceive’ the elegance of a 
mathematical equation, the wit of a good joke, the beauty of someone’s per-
sonality, and the qualities of conceptual art.  

It is fair to say that the restrictive option is widely unpopular in contempo-
rary debate in virtue of severely limiting the scope of the aesthetic domain and 
being incapable of accommodating many of the aesthetic practices that we 
take for granted in standard ways of appreciating works of art.90  

 
85 See Schellekens (2019); see also Shelley (2003), p.365 
86 Danto (1964), p.581. 
87 Schellekens 2007, p.74. 
88 See in particular: Sibley (2001a[1959]) and Sibley (2001b[1965]).  
89 Shelley (2003); Schellekens (2019); Robson [manuscript].  
90 In particular there are often concerns that the permissive option enables the assimilation of 
the aesthetic with a kind of ‘intellectual value’, or the kind of satisfying feeling we get when 
we have learnt something new. These concerns gain momentum in the light of how the aesthetic 
qualities attributed to entities such as mathematics, chess and conceptual art are so attributed in 
a manner intimately connected to how they prompt us to reflect on and cognise a certain matter 
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This is not the place to determine whether the restrictive or permissive option 
is the most reasonable approach all things considered, nor indeed to settle on 
which metaphysical account of aesthetic value is to be preferred. The aim of 
this section is merely to raise awareness about some of the difficulties that 
arise in connection with the acquaintance principle. The complications which 
arise in relation to whether the restrictive or the permissive conception is the 
best suited to the aesthetic context is but one example of these difficulties.  

1.2.2  Acquaintance as First-hand perception? 
It is natural to interpret the requirement that we need to have first-hand expe-
rience in order for an experience to be a genuine aesthetic experience as the 
requirement that one directly discerns the aesthetic qualities manifested in an 
object of appreciation oneself (i.e. not mediated by another party). One might 
even say that the acquaintance principle is a de facto rejection of the value of 
testimony, since testimony is a resource which necessarily involves a process 
of mediation by a second party. Observe, however, that if the defender of the 
acquaintance principle operates with a broader account of perception, adopt-
ing the permissive option and accommodating our aesthetic engagement with 
conceptual art, say, they cannot require that aesthetic beliefs are acquired 
through an experience of the object in question in a manner that is unmediated. 
The permissive approach exposes a tension in the way the acquaintance prin-
ciple is typically portrayed, or at the very least reveals a significant ambiguity.  

If we are only to form aesthetic beliefs in a manner that is unmediated, how 
then do we engage with conceptual artworks? The only means of accessing 
and perceiving (in the broad sense) the aesthetic qualities of many conceptual 
artworks is through first engaging with some manifestation of it. Often, we 
can only engage with the manifestation in a mediated manner, with either the 
perception of some further representation (e.g. an audio/visual recording or a 
photograph) or through someone’s testimony.91 Think here, for example, of 
Kate Paterson’s work Future Library. This is a work in which the artist has 
planted a forest on the outskirts of Oslo. Once grown, this forest will supply 
the paper for a future library. Over the course of one hundred years, from 2014 
to 2114, one writer every year is invited to contribute to the library with a text. 
Each text will remain unread and unpublished, until the one hundred years 
have passed. Fundamentally, Patterson’s work addresses issues about the 

 
(Schellekens, 2019). There are also concerns of some kind of assimilation with artistic value. 
Those who think there is a distinction between aesthetic and artistic value tend to reduce aes-
thetic value to merely formal features of an object of appreciation perceived through our senses, 
and think of considerations of creativity, innovation and ‘fittingness for function’, etc. as per-
taining to an artist’s achievement alone (Schellekens, 2019). 
91 Indeed, as we have seen in the introduction, such recordings, photographs, films, etc. are not 
cases of testimony but of perception. That is to say, they are more a matter of ‘showing’ than 
‘telling’. Cf, Lackey’s distinction of the soprano singer (2008, p.31), as discussed in the Intro-
duction.  
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fragility of life and our interaction with the environment. Most interestingly, 
the work is one that exemplifies the idea that it evokes. It is unlikely that an-
yone – even the artist herself – can experience the work entirely through its 
material representation. It thus seems that the only way in which we can 
broadly speak of ‘perceiving’ the aesthetic qualities of Patterson’s work is 
with the help of the imagination, mediated by a second party. Indeed, we first 
need to become acquainted with the ‘material’ manifestation of an idea, and 
this is often achieved not merely through our perception of various recordings 
(a visual clip of trees being planted in the ground, say) but also by our access 
to the descriptions provided by the testimony of others. Our access to such 
works, like many other things, seems to be mediated by testimony.  

In developing this observation further, note that in order to broadly perceive 
the aesthetic qualities as manifested in the object of appreciation in the rele-
vant way (and experience the piece on its own terms), we need to have back-
ground knowledge of the concept of art in general and the concept of concep-
tual art in particular. This knowledge is also typically mediated by testimony. 
The issues raised here expose a subtle vagueness in the acquaintance princi-
ple’s standard formulation. For in assuming, minimally, that the idea is that 
one must be acquainted with the object of appreciation oneself, there is an 
uncertainty about whether this is a requirement which claims that we experi-
ence the object of appreciation either by oneself or for oneself. The two are 
compatible, yet I think only one of them can accommodate conceptual art. 
Also, only one of them has any necessary connection to the motivation of 
asymmetry-c.  

I use the expression ‘by oneself’ here to capture the thought that our access 
to the aesthetic qualities of an object of appreciation must be conducted with-
out any external mediation whatsoever. This is a requirement which eliminates 
external influence in the process of one’s belief formation. I use the expression 
‘for oneself’, on the other hand, to capture the simple requirement that we 
need to have grasped the aesthetic qualities of the object through (some kind 
of) perceptual experience. It does not commit us to the claim that one’s per-
ceptual access to the aesthetic qualities of a work is achieved exclusively by 
oneself. On the latter account, the route by which we perceive the object of 
appreciation does not matter greatly so long as the aesthetic qualities present 
have been fully grasped by us in perception. Compare it to solving a mathe-
matical equation. Under the requirement that one experience the matter by 
oneself, it will be important that one solves this equation without conferring 
with others about how best to solve it. If the requirement holds that one expe-
rience the matter for oneself, it does not matter if one confers with others or 
attends to it in a mediated manner, as long as you yourself come to understand 
the solution for oneself. This conception of “first-hand” is more accommodat-
ing since it can embrace cases of non-deferential appeals to testimony as well 
as cases in which we approach the matter in light of various pieces of back-
ground testimonial information.  
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It is not clear which of these options best reflects the acquaintance princi-
ple. The requirement that one experience the object of appreciation by oneself 
connects well with concerns from irresponsibility. Indeed, one might argue 
that it is irresponsible to form an aesthetic belief in a manner which is not 
entirely the result of the application only of one’s own sensory abilities. We 
shall return to this question in Chapter Six.92 However, the concern of epis-
temic futility that we are interested in here does not seem as closely connected 
to the requirement that we experience the matter by oneself. We are interested 
in asymmetry-c, the concern which states that we cannot improve our epis-
temic standing through deference to basic aesthetic testimony – in the manner 
of most standard engagements with non-aesthetic testimony – because belief 
formation in the aesthetic domain does not work like that. As we shall soon 
see in greater detail, this can be best understood as a concern about the kind 
of information that is required for being able to form an aesthetic belief. Ex-
periencing an object of appreciation by oneself alone may have bearing on the 
information that one has access to, but it only seems to do so insofar as expe-
riencing an object of appreciation by oneself alone also entails that one will 
experience the matter for oneself. In order to launch this kind of objection it 
does not seem necessary that we always engage with aesthetic objects by our-
selves alone. It is only necessary that we ultimately have the right kind of 
perceptual experience to fully apprehend how the aesthetic qualities are man-
ifested in the object of appreciation.  

Let us then turn to the most charitable and accommodating interpretation, 
namely the idea that we experience the aesthetic qualities as manifested in the 
object for ourselves. Before I turn to assess possible merits and demerits of 
this interpretation, however, I want to raise one point. As I indicated at the 
start of this discussion, there are two main ways of understanding the specific 
requirement in question. The original characterisation of the acquaintance 
principle – as applied to belief-formation, we have now seen, relies on the idea 
that we need to have perceived (in some manner) the object of appreciation 
for ourselves in order be acquainted with its manifest aesthetic qualities, and 
that we need such acquaintance for the formation of an aesthetic belief about 
those qualities.93 The modified version, in this context, instead holds that we 
need to have perceived (in some manner) for ourselves the aesthetic qualities 
of an object of appreciation as manifested by the object, and that we can do 
this either by perceiving the object of appreciation itself or a suitable surro-
gate. Before we turn to examine the modified version of the acquaintance prin-
ciple in greater detail, in the final section of §1.2, I would like to say a little 
more about what follows from this idea. Indeed, it is interesting to observe 

 
92 In light of the above discussion we can already place a question mark over the issue about 
whether we can ever acquire any aesthetic knowledge through testimony ‘alone’.  
93 Both the restrictive and permissive accounts of perception can accommodate this interpreta-
tion of first-hand’. The mainly differ in relation to what constitutes perception.  
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that although the modification seems important, and serves as a more generous 
interpretation of the original principle, it nevertheless remains highly difficult 
to apply to aesthetic cases.  

1.2.3 Modifications to the Acquaintance Principle 
The modified version of the principle accommodates the possibility that we 
can adequately grasp the aesthetic qualities of the object of appreciation – at 
the very least some of them94 – with the help of an appropriate surrogate. A 
photograph of a photograph, say, might suffice to be able to claim that one is 
meaningfully acquainted with the original or an audio recording of an audio-
recording).95 Louise Hanson goes so far as to say that ‘it is uncontroversial’ 
that one can be ‘perfectly well placed’ to ascribe aesthetic qualities to an ob-
ject of appreciation on the basis of close attention to a surrogate such as a 
photograph.96 

Indeed, several philosophers (including Malcolm Budd, Robert Hopkins, 
Madeleine Ransom, Jon Robson, Alan Tormey, Louise Hanson, Paisley Liv-
ingston, and Elisabeth Schellekens) argue that we must formulate a modified 
version of the acquaintance principle in this manner.97 Drawing from Hopkins 
and Robson, we can flesh out the modified version of the principle as follows: 

 
Modified Acquaintance Principle: S only has a [genuine] belief about aes-
thetic matters if (1) S has either (i) perceived [the object of appreciation] 
for herself, (ii) perceived an appropriate surrogate of [it], or (iii) sensorily 
imagined the object that the belief concerns, as well as (2) grasped (in an 
experience of the relevant form) that the belief is true.98 
 

 
94 Robson (2013, p.237), for example, writes: ‘A strict adherence to the letter of [the acquaint-
ance principle] would, for example, prevent us from making any judgements about an object’s 
aesthetic value on the basis of an exact reproduction or photograph. It may be that we cannot 
properly judge all of a work’s aesthetic properties, based on such surrogates. Looking at a post-
card-sized photograph of Guernica is unlikely to convey the full emotional effect of the work. 
But [the acquaintance principle] commits us to the implausibly strong claim that we cannot 
make any judgements concerning aesthetic value on that basis.’ (To clarify, Robson is clear that 
by ‘judgement’ he means specifically a cognitive belief.)  
95 Indeed, on this latter point Budd (2003), and Hopkins (2006) have both argued that suitable 
sensory imaginings can be had by an adequate description: ‘If I can judge O’s beauty (or clum-
siness or harmony) in a picture of it, or in seeing it face-to-face, then why, one might wonder, 
should I not do so in visualizing it? After all, these are the three forms in which things can be 
presented visually: seeing, seeing pictures, and visual imagining. What the first two can do, one 
might suspect, so can the third’ (Hopkins (2006), p.93-4).  
96 Hanson (2015), p.252.  
97 Budd (2003); Hopkins (2011); Ransom (2017); Robson (2012); Tormey (1973); Hanson 
(2015); Livingston (2003); Schellekens (2018). The assumption that the perception of an object 
of appreciation’s aesthetic qualities is necessary for the comprehension of the aesthetic propo-
sition in question and in turn the formation of an aesthetic belief remains intact. 
98 Robson (2013), p.752.  
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While there is widespread agreement that a modified version of the acquaint-
ance principle is indeed required, there is also extensive agreement that the 
conditions for identifying an adequate surrogate are difficult to determine.99 
The worry is not that there are no cases in which an appeal to surrogacy might 
work. The issue lies rather in the problems we face in concretely identifying 
those cases.  

Appropriate surrogates are standardly understood to be perceived through 
the exercise of the same sense-modalities as the originals. For example, a vis-
ual surrogate (such as a photograph) is deemed appropriate for the visual arts, 
and an auditory surrogate (such as an audio recording) is deemed appropriate 
for the auditory arts.100 Unfortunately, perceiving aesthetic qualities is rarely 
quite that simple. It remains an open question as to which kind(s) of modality 
or modalities many artworks require us to exercise in our appreciation of them. 
For many artworks, which modalities are required for our experience of them 
is unclear.101 This we shall call the ‘problem of ambiguous modalities’. Even 
the kinds of art or artforms which can reliably be categorised as operating with 
specific modalities pose problems. If an artwork operates with multiple mo-
dalities, it is unclear whether we need acquaintance based on all these modal-
ities in order to be fully acquainted with the object of appreciation. Even in 
cases where an artwork operates with a single and clearly identifiable modal-
ity, it can be unclear whether we need to engage with a surrogate within that 
modality alone in order to be acquainted with it. We will call this the ‘problem 
of modality mapping’. Both of these problems pertain to a broader problem, 
namely that of identifying the relevant notion of adequacy and what it is for a 
surrogate to be appropriate or adequate. We will take the two aspects of this 
problem in reverse order.  

The problem of modality-mapping is best explained with the help of an 
example. Consider Gustav Klimt’s painting The Kiss (1908) which is exhib-
ited at The Belvedere museum in Vienna. The Kiss is many respects a fairly 
typical piece of visual art. Beneath it, placed to the right, is a detailed three-
dimensional model of the work intended as an aid for visitors who are visually 
impaired. However, when I engaged with this tactile model I found myself 
becoming aware of qualities of the painting that I could in theory have expe-
rienced purely by visual acquaintance with the work but had in fact missed. 
Through exploring the model, my experience of the painting gained a depth 
that I had not experienced before. By reflecting on this example I do not mean 

 
99 Hanson (2015) has questioned whether such modifications are sufficient to capture cases of 
conceptual art.  
100 See, for example, Livingston (2003), Hanson (2015), and Robson (2013), Schellekens 
(2018). Tormey describes appropriate surrogates as ‘perceptual analogues’. For Livingston, it 
is typically assumed ‘that two properties are perceptual analogues just in case they are cogniza-
ble in the same sensory mode(s) and are perceptually equivalent to some high degree’ (2003, 
p.263).  
101 Again, see Livingston (2003) for a related discussion.  
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to suggest that tactile perception can offer precisely the same aesthetic expe-
rience as visual perception. Nor do I mean to deny the importance of colour 
and scale here (which the tactile model fails to capture). Rather, I mean to 
make the more modest suggestion that it is worth questioning the assumption 
that to perceive any surrogate adequately, we need to exercise precisely the 
same modality that the original work calls for. The tactile model, combined 
with a detailed and comparative description of the work might conjure up an 
image in one’s imagination which – as long as one has had adequate acquaint-
ance with the concepts in question – offers adequate acquaintance with at least 
some of its aesthetic qualities. 

What about the problem of ambiguous modalities? For even photographs 
of photographs are not always straightforward surrogates. Consider, for ex-
ample, a recent exhibition at the Fotografiska, a photography museum in 
Stockholm. One might think that such an artform requires straightforward vis-
ual acquaintance alone. Yet at least one recent exhibition, In Between Realities 
by Saga Wendotte, appears to subvert this idea.102 The collection was com-
posed of images which appeared to represent some kind of fairy-tale. At first 
sight, they seemed kitschy and a little dull. I was just about to leave when a 
friendly stranger encouraged me to download an app on my phone and hold it 
up to the images. As I did, the images transformed. Suddenly, the butterflies 
on the image started moving and the eyes of the individuals started blinking. 
Wandering around I noticed that the music had been carefully selected, creat-
ing a unique ambiance for the works to be viewed in. As I looked closer at the 
works I saw that the kitschy images were supplemented by a darker and starker 
reflection on our society and our relationship with nature (e.g. birds turn out 
to be fighter jets). Finally, in approaching a plaque on the wall, I read how the 
artist’s intention was to challenge the short attention span of our modern lives 
(indeed my own quick and initial dismissal of this exhibition was precisely the 
kind of response she aimed to challenge). She aimed to get us to pause and 
reflect on the impact of our blind, sometimes wilful ignorance of society’s 
operations: life is not as rosy as it seems.  

Naturally, interesting questions can be raised here about whether this is re-
ally photography or not, but the main point I want to highlight is this: even 
artforms which are standardly regarded as relying on one specific sense-mo-
dality can give rise to genuine difficulties for the modified version of the ac-
quaintance principle. At what stage could we say that I had become acquainted 
with those pieces and their aesthetic qualities? Did acquaintance arise through 
mere visual perception, or visual perception together with auditory perception, 
or again focused visual perception combined with some kind of contempla-
tion? The disagreement on the epistemic status of aesthetic testimony hinges 
partly on these questions.  

 
102 Saga Wendotte, In Between Realities, Fotografiska (2019).  
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Let us take stock. We have seen in this section that the way in which we 
tend to understand the acquaintance principle is often marred with complica-
tions. Generally speaking, to be able to apply this principle requires a specific 
conception of the nature of perception and aesthetic qualities, at the very least. 
The modified version of the principle further requires a specific understanding 
of what adequate aesthetic surrogacy consists of.  

1.3 Should we endorse the Acquaintance Principle?  
Setting the above problems aside, one positive feature of the acquaintance 
principle is that it leads us to reflect on the value of having a first-hand per-
ceptual experience of particular aesthetic qualities as manifested in an object 
of appreciation (or adequate surrogate). Now, as far as I know, no-one wants 
to deny that first-hand perceptual experiences of aesthetic qualities are valua-
ble. What theorists disagree over is which epistemic states require acquaint-
ance when acquired. The disagreements also question how much value tends 
to be conferred by first-hand experience, or how valuable such experiences 
actually are (and conversely, how lacking in value other experiences can be 
deemed to be). 

Interestingly, any version of the principle can be motivated by some rea-
sonable assumptions. One of these is the widespread idea that aesthetic quali-
ties are dependent upon non-aesthetic qualities, and that there is no unified set 
of non-aesthetic qualities which entail the manifestation or instantiation of any 
particular aesthetic quality.103 On this line, each instance of beauty, say, is 
manifested or instantiated in a unique manner. Drawing from this it is plausi-
ble to hold that we cannot truly comprehend the claim ‘x is beautiful’ without 
having direct acquaintance with x. It is, in turn, plausible to hold that we can-
not form a belief that ‘x is beautiful’ if we do not fully comprehend what this 
claim means.104 However, we need to be careful about what we mean by 

 
103 Sibley has perhaps been the most influential in this respect (2001a; 2001b). 
104 I follow Robson in observing that a defence of this kind can be found in the work of Michael 
Tanner and Cain Todd. (See Robson [manuscript, Ch2]. Indeed, according to Tanner ‘judge-
ments of aesthetic … value must be based on first-hand experience of their objects … because 
one is not capable of understanding the meanings of the terms which designate the properties 
without the experience’ (Tanner (2003), p.33). We cannot understand the meaning of the claim 
that, say, ‘x is beautiful’ without having seen x (or a suitable surrogate, perhaps) for ourselves. 
Todd’s account is a version of expressivism. The specific form of expressivism that Todd en-
dorses holds that certain of feeling can only be acquired through first-hand experience of the 
object of appreciation and further, such feelings are the ‘aesthetic belief’, and the possession of 
such feelings is the only real way to understand an aesthetic claim. Todd argues that that a claim 
such as ‘x is beautiful’ can represent different mental states depending on whether one has had 
first-hand acquaintance with x or whether one has heard it through testimony, but only those 
have had first-hand acquaintance can really understand the aesthetic claims they are making 
(Todd (2004) pp. 290-1). Note terminology used by Todd and Tanner here is of ‘judgement’; 
see footnote 64 for clarification here.   
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‘comprehend’ here. Even if it is true that aesthetic qualities are uniquely man-
ifested in each instance, this does not necessarily mean that we cannot under-
stand the concept they instantiate, nor grasp that it has in fact been instantiated. 
Rather, it merely follows that we cannot fully understand how the concept has 
been manifested in this particular instance, nor why the quality has been as-
cribed to it.105  

If my friend were to tell me that she has bought a new chair, I am capable 
of understanding the claim without having to see the chair myself (or imagine 
a particular instance of a chair). I can do this without having been told about 
the other qualities the chair possesses (e.g. that it is wooden or four-legged). 
Similarly, if my friend were to tell me that the new chair that she has bought 
is beautiful, I can grasp the meaning of this claim whilst withholding judge-
ment about which other qualities it possesses which support the ascription of 
beauty. Indeed, in order to understand the meaning of the claim ‘x is beautiful’ 
it is not ‘x’ that we need to have experienced in order to grasp the meaning of 
the claim, nor is it beauty-as-particularly-manifested-in-x, nor indeed beauty-
as-manifested-in-a-adequately-x-like-surrogate, but just some manifestation 
of ‘beauty’. Being told ‘x is beautiful’, and possessing the concept of beauty, 
we can reasonably learn something new and form a new belief about x. I take 
this point from Robson.106 He argues that ‘all that would be required is that 
anyone looking to make aesthetic judgements would have to have had some 
perceptual experience of the relevant aesthetic qualities’.107 In short, in order 
to ascribe a quality to something, we need basic familiarity with the concept 
being ascribed to the object of appreciation. In the case of aesthetic qualities, 
such a familiarity calls for direct perceptual experience. That said, we do not 
necessarily need familiarity or an understanding about how the specific qual-
ity is realised in the object of appreciation in order to form the belief that the 
quality is present.  

Indeed, and as indicated above, it may be fair to say that in order to form 
an aesthetic belief we must, at some point in our lives, have experienced the 
relevant kind of aesthetic quality. But this poses no problem for (1), namely 
that we can form aesthetic beliefs on the basis of deference to aesthetic testi-
mony. We also seem to have moved away from the original acquaintance prin-
ciple. It might well be true that we won’t have a very rich, appreciative com-
prehension of the claim ‘x is beautiful’ because we will not have access to 
how the properties are manifested in that particular instance merely by defer-
ring. But why must we have a rich appreciative comprehension of the manner 
in order to have an aesthetic belief?108 In approaching this question, some 

 
105 Budd (2003) has an interesting discussion on this.  
106 Robson [manuscript]  
107 Ibid. 
108 See Howell (2014). 
The acquaintance debate as has been frequently noted has broad echoes of the well-known dis-
cussion of Frank Jackson’s Mary. Jackson invites us to imagine that a talented scientist, Mary, 
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philosophers have argued that the richer experience reflects a different epis-
temic state, one of ‘understanding’ or ‘appreciation’.109 Indeed, two main al-
ternatives seem available here in relation to acquaintance. One rests on the 
idea that a richer appreciative, experiential understanding of the object of ap-
preciation based on proper acquaintance is necessary for us to form a belief 
about the ascription of an aesthetic quality. The other suggests that a shallower 
grasping of the ascription of aesthetic qualities and value is possible. On this 
line, one can form an aesthetic belief and engage with a kind of knowledge by 
testimony even if the deeper, appreciative, forms of understanding of the art-
work and the ways in which the aesthetic qualities are manifested is not di-
rectly available. 

This second route is defended by Errol Lord, Keren Gorodeisky and Eric 
Marcus, Allison Hills, Madeleine Ransom, Thi Nguyen and others.110 So, what 
are these richer kinds of appreciative state that the defenders of the second 
route are interested in? Some, such as Hills, are concerned with a straightfor-
wardly cognitive kind of appreciation of aesthetic qualities, involving the ca-
pacity to explicate and justify the ascription of qualities as manifested in the 
works. Others, such as Gorodeisky and Marcus are after something more like 
an affectively charged understanding. Others again, such as Lord, are inter-
ested in a richer appreciative state that reflects a combination of these cogni-
tive and affective states. Although I do not want to deny that there are im-
portant differences between these theories, there is agreement on at least two 
main points. First, that we can form aesthetic beliefs by deferring to aesthetic 
testimony. Second, that we cannot form some richer epistemic states about the 
aesthetic qualities of an object just by deferring to aesthetic testimony. These 
richer states are thought to involve some kind of deeper engagement or appre-
ciation with the qualities an object in question.111 Appreciation here is broadly 
cast as an experience which one either understands or feels and how these 
qualities should be ascribed to the object of appreciation. Lord describes this 

 
has been locked in a black and white room for all of her life. She has never seen colour, never-
theless she has studied all that there is to know about light wavelengths and retina structures. 
Upon being released into the world and coming to see colours for the first time, the key question 
is: what has she learnt? What beliefs and knowledge did she gain, and what kind of beliefs and 
knowledge did she have before?  
109 Robson [manuscript], see also Ransom (2017), Lord (2018) amongst others.   
110 Lord (2018), Gorodeisky and Marcus (2018), Hills (2009), Ransom (2017), Howell (2014), 
Nguyen (2019).  
111 According to this second alternative, most debates pertaining to aesthetic testimony can 
largely be resolved by clarifying these central concepts. Some of these may require first-hand 
experience, some of these may require appreciation; but beliefs do not. This is why I have 
avoided the common term ‘judgement’. The expression ‘aesthetic judgement’ is often used in 
this debate, and sometimes ‘judgement’ is used to capture something appreciative. Sometimes 
it said to merely reflect a belief, and as noted by Ransom (2018) this is where some significant 
confusion arises. Nevertheless, not all disagreement on aesthetic testimony can be resolved so 
quickly. Some do question the plausibility of aesthetic belief formation specifically – which is 
why the above analysis is required.  
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kind of phenomenon when speaking of aesthetic appreciation as an experience 
which ‘allows one to fittingly have the full range of affective and conative 
reactions’ appropriate for the object in question.112 

On this line, beliefs are simply defined so as to capture this less rich epis-
temic state, and defenders of this second route hold that there is no good rea-
son to deny that they can be formed on the basis of aesthetic testimony.113 
Common Commitment (1) is hereby accepted, we can form aesthetic beliefs 
on the basis of deference to aesthetic testimony.   

Those who accept (1) tend quickly to assume (2). Those who assume that 
aesthetic beliefs are like any other beliefs, are also likely to assume that aes-
thetic testimony has the same kind of epistemic status as testimony in standard 
domains, and that it confers precisely the same kind of epistemic benefits – in 
particular that it can enable us to form true beliefs and beliefs that are justified, 
and that it can broadly enable us to improve our epistemic standing. Contrary 
to asymmetry-c, then, it is held that there is nothing epistemically problematic 
about deference to aesthetic testimony entailed by the nature of aesthetic be-
liefs, and nothing asymmetrical about belief formation through aesthetic tes-
timony.  

What I would like to highlight here is the fact that, whilst it may be true 
that there is nothing epistemically problematic about deference to aesthetic 
testimony entailed by the nature of aesthetic beliefs, this does not rule out the 
possibility that there is something epistemically problematic and asymmet-
rical about aesthetic testimony in other respects. In this context, the epistemic 
asymmetry is relocated rather than removed. I should also highlight that some 
defenders of (1) do go on to acknowledge that there may be some respects in 
which deference to aesthetic testimony is epistemically problematic. How-
ever, those that make this acknowledgement do so whilst preserving Commit-
ment (2), and due to the absence of clarity regarding (1), the way they make 
this move is somewhat misguided. I will discuss two ways of relocating this 
asymmetry at greater length in Chapter 2. There, I shall endorse one of the 
ways of relocating this asymmetry and reject the other. The one I will reject 
reflects a concern from epistemic inferiority. It assumes both that the epistem-
ically beneficial kinds of aesthetic beliefs formed by aesthetic testimony are 
much harder to come by in aesthetics than in other domains, and that this is 
because the aesthetic domain suffers from particularly high levels of testimo-
nial unreliability. I will reject both these assumptions. I shall argue that the 
problem does not lie with unreliable aesthetic testifiers but, rather, with an 
audience who is unable to determine and verify aesthetic reliability. For the 
moment, however, I want to highlight that even when we try to relocate the 
asymmetry by suggesting that aesthetic testimony operates with higher levels 
of unreliability, commitment (2) is still assumed. That is to say, it is still held 

 
112 Lord (2018), p.76,  
113 For example, see Hopkins (2006; 2011), Meskin (2004; 2007).  
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that aesthetic testimony can confer certain kinds of epistemic benefits. The 
benefits that they have in mind tend relate to the idea that deference to aes-
thetic testimony bolsters our epistemic standing, and that enables us to form 
justified aesthetic beliefs. I shall show that proper reflection on the way we 
engage with aesthetic testimony forces us to question whether any beliefs 
formed on the basis of deference to aesthetic testimony can have the epistemic 
benefits that they describe. In fact, the manner in which these issues are de-
veloped places some pressure on the idea that aesthetic beliefs can be formed 
on the basis of deference to aesthetic testimony at all. This is a matter which I 
shall investigate in Chapters Two, Three, Four and Five.  

Having maintained that deference to aesthetic testimony may have various 
positive epistemic implications, many philosophers insist that deference nev-
ertheless has a fairly problematic aesthetic status. Indeed, the Common Com-
mitments are typically developed such that various points of epistemic signif-
icance are taken for granted whilst any distinctly aesthetic significance is 
downplayed. Commitment (3) pertains more broadly to the aesthetic implica-
tions of deference to aesthetic testimony in our aesthetic practices and holds 
that deferring to testimony is not an optimal kind of aesthetic engagement. .  

Commitment (3) largely emerges in light of the above outlined idea that 
aesthetic appreciation is not directly formed by deference to aesthetic testi-
mony alone. The first assumption is that it is appreciation, and not mere aes-
thetic belief formation, which is of real benefit for our aesthetic engagements. 
The second assumption is that deference is not, or is not particularly, condu-
cive either to the formation of aesthetic appreciation or, more broadly, to the 
ideal kinds of aesthetic appreciative experiences which we strive for in our 
aesthetic engagements. Very few philosophers deny any of these assump-
tions.114 While some of these assumptions are reasonable, as we shall see in 
Chapter Six, the ideas pertaining to the ideal kinds of aesthetic appreciation 
should worry us more.  

So far in this chapter we have examined the support offered in defence of 
(1). This has led us to a place where it seems sensible to hold that if there are 
such things as aesthetic beliefs, deference to aesthetic testimony can be a 

 
114 The meaning and significance of the term ‘alone’ will be apparent in Chapter Six.  
It might be thought that Daniel Wodak (forthcoming) is an exception with regards to the first 
of these commitments. Wodak aims to defend the possibility that we may (reasonably and jus-
tifiably) feel affective attitudes of approval and admiration in the light of testimony. I think 
Wodak’s arguments are strong. However, he does not discuss appreciation. He does not use the 
terminology of appreciation, and his assessment does not correspond to how the term is stand-
ardly used. Recall that appreciation involves, at the very least, a grasping of the aesthetic qual-
ities as realised in the work; a grasping which enables ‘one to fittingly have the full range of 
affective and conative’ features of the work. Affective reactions, such as the ones described by 
Wodak, are typically understood to be involved in appreciation. Indeed, on many accounts, such 
affect is central to appreciation. Nevertheless, an important difference lies in how they are gen-
erated. In accounts of appreciation, emphasizing the importance of an appreciative experience, 
this appreciative experience is typically understood to be a reactive attitude generated as a fit-
ting response to how the features are specifically manifested in the work. 
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means by which we come to attain those beliefs. That said, we can also ob-
serve that we have arrived this far just by clarifying the nature of belief in 
relation to other epistemic states although nothing has yet been said about how 
those beliefs actually arise (or how they can do so with the kinds of epistemic 
benefit which those who defend such commitments have in mind). Since I 
have only sketched the Common Commitments so far, I will move on to out-
line some accounts which defend these commitments in the following section. 
By doing so I hope to begin to show why it is important that we clarify pre-
cisely how we go about forming aesthetic beliefs.  

1.4 Common Commitments 
My aim in this section is introduce two accounts which endorse the Common 
Commitments, and in so doing show how these accounts have overlooked the 
importance of failing to clarify how we form aesthetic beliefs.  

Let us start by turning to the discussion developed by Lord. Lord holds that 
we can acquire basic aesthetic beliefs through aesthetic testimony and that 
deference can serve as a tool to arrive at ‘various aesthetic truths’. This, he 
argues, is particularly useful in certain circumstances, namely those where we 
have ‘pressures on our time, attention, and stamina’.115 In such circumstances, 
he explains, it is useful ‘for many of us to be pointed in the right direction by 
trusted informant’.116 Deference is hereby be understood to be at the very least 
epistemically convenient. However, he insists that when we defer we are not 
aesthetically appreciating, and are not directly able to engage in aesthetic ap-
preciation. Since aesthetic appreciation is fundamental to the aesthetic do-
main, he continues by arguing that deference emerges as a suboptimal means 
of engaging with an aesthetic object. Whilst we might attain various aesthetic 
beliefs, justification and even knowledge through deference, ‘[t]he primary 
downside is that deference cannot put us in a position to gain appreciative 
knowledge. This is because it does not put us in a position to be acquainted 
with the specific ways in which the aesthetic features are realised. This is a 
serious failing given the centrality of appreciation to our aesthetic lives’.117 
Because of this, Lord insists that there is something significantly ‘amiss’ about 
deference aesthetically speaking.118  For reasons which will become clearer in 

 
115 Lord (2018), p.79) 
116 Ibid., p.79.  
117 Ibid., p.78.  
118 Interestingly, with a focus on Moral Testimony, Robert Howell (2014) argues for something 
quite similar to the above. He holds that: ‘It simply cannot be the case that the act of deferring 
is always wrong. Normal agents should certainly defer in extreme cases, when circumstances 
are exigent and the costs of inaction are dire. … A sociopath should often defer to others … 
Young children should and indeed must defer if they are to become moral agents at all. In such 
cases, deference isn't even a pro tanto bad. … Deference is somehow sub-optimal to the extent 
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Chapter Six, it would be more appropriate, and more consistent with the rest 
of Lord’s account to say that deference cannot directly, in and of its-self, put 
us in a position to be acquainted with the specific ways in which the aesthetic 
features are realised. Given various other assumptions that he makes within 
his paper, about the aesthetic impact of aesthetic testimony, this more appro-
priate claim is how I shall engage with his account.  

Madeleine Ransom’s discussion of deference to aesthetic testimony can be 
seen in a somewhat comparable light. She argues that  

 
[…] there are two roads to aesthetic knowledge. The first is via apt aesthetic 
judgement, where this is understood as a performance whereby one exercises 
aesthetic competence. The second road to aesthetic knowledge is via testi-
mony, where this is understood as a performance whereby one exercises one’s 
testimonial competence.119  

 

Inspired by Ernest Sosa, this account explains valuable epistemic inquiry in 
terms of performative achievements which are not the mere result of a true 
belief but the result of true belief derived from of one’s competence. Here, 
aesthetic competence is the skill set involved in acquiring the rich, apprecia-
tive, aesthetic understanding of the artwork in question through first-hand ac-
quaintance. Testimonial competence on the other hand, is the skill set involved 
in ascertaining a true belief by judging whether a testifier is competent and 
sincere. Mere testimonial competence can provide a form of aesthetic 
knowledge, Ransom argues, but only first-hand acquaintance will produce 
knowledge of the rich appreciative kind. We desire acquaintance with the ob-
ject, she suggests, because this enables a rich appreciative acquaintance with 
aesthetic value whereby we can grasp how and why the values have been as-
cribed. Ransom makes clear that deference to aesthetic testimony ‘involves 
the exercise of the wrong sort of skills’ for the richer experience (although, as 
we shall see her account accommodates the possibility that deference it is not 
entirely unconducive to the attainment of the richer experience).  

Already from this brief summary of the accounts favoured by Lord and 
Ransom, we can begin to see some of the aforementioned commitments 
emerging. This short summary has not captured all the nuances of their ac-
counts, particularly those which reveal how deference to aesthetic testimony 
might be of some conditional benefit. I shall return to develop this more fully 
in Chapter Six. What I want to turn our attention to now is how (1) and (2) are 
simply assumed in both these accounts, without any clarification being offered 
as to how aesthetic beliefs are formed. It is simply taken as a given that defer-
ence to aesthetic testimony is epistemically speaking, not particularly 

 
that it would have been better if the knowledge had been attained without deference’ (2014, 
p.390).  
119 Ransom (2017), §4.  
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noteworthy. The possibility of epistemic benefits pertaining to knowledge and 
justified belief, is, in other words, simply taken for granted. In Chapter Two I 
will argue that we have good reason to conclude that we cannot form the kind 
of testimonial competence that Ransom refers to in cases of deference to aes-
thetic testimony. I shall also hold that much more needs to be said before we 
can really acknowledge the epistemic benefits that both describe. Before I turn 
to this, I would like to point to one interesting consequence of Ransom’s ac-
count which helps us shed light some of these issues.  

Ransom observes that her account can accommodate the uneasiness we feel 
about aesthetic assertions which are made on the basis of testimony alone but 
without a disclaimer informing us so. She argues that when one makes an aes-
thetic assertion, there is not only a default tendency to assume that this asser-
tion is reflective of the assertor’s aesthetic competence, but also a tendency to 
assume that the assertor is aware of this and that they intend their assertion to 
be regarded as reflective of their aesthetic competence. If aesthetic assertions 
have been made by an individual who has acquired that information by testi-
mony alone (and without a disclaimer), then this results in that particular in-
dividual falsely communicating that they have some aesthetic competence. 
That there is a default tendency is established by the fact, Ransom argues, that 
many ‘frauds’, ‘sheep’, and ‘posers’ are able to pass off knowledge obtained 
by testimony as a product of their own competence. Posers and frauds delib-
erately deceive in order to impress others or to gain their acceptance.120 Such 
people misrepresent the judgements of others as their own and pretend that 
these judgements are the product of their own aesthetic sensitivity. Ransom 
writes that ‘[t]hese are also the people who endorse certain music, books, 
styles of dress and the like in order to fit into a social group they aspire to be 
in’.121 Sheep are different, they simply ‘follow the herd and adopt the predom-
inant aesthetic views and tastes of the moment without giving them much 
thought’.122  

In my critical examination of the notion of aesthetic testimony, I will be 
sensitive to the presence of such deceivers, and discuss them at greater length 
in Chapter Two. I largely agree with the claim that many of the qualities of 
the poser or the sheep are not desirable, although I do think that the issues 
raised by the possibility of posers and sheep are more complicated than Ran-
som suggests. This is also something I will return to in Chapter Six. What I 
want to highlight at present, however, is that Ransom’s discussion also implies 
that there is something important about the competence of being able to iden-
tify those whose testimony is worth listening to. And again, what has been left 
unaddressed is how exactly we are supposed to identify those who are sheep, 
posers and frauds from other more reliable sources and, relatedly how (if at 

 
120 Ransom (2019), p.430 
121 Ibid., p.430 
122Ibid., p.430 
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all) we can form a belief and do so with epistemic justification and the kinds 
of epistemic benefit that they are after. We have seen that Lord claims that it 
is ‘important for many of us’ to engage with ‘trusted informants’. But what 
exactly does it mean to be such an informant, and how, if at all, can we reliably 
recognise one? If Ransom is right that the aesthetic domain is full of deceivers, 
it should be particularly important for us to have a solid answer to this ques-
tion. It is the purpose of Chapter Two to address precisely these questions. I 
shall reflect on the difficulties we face in reliably identifying aesthetic exper-
tise, and point to the difficulties we face in acquiring aesthetic beliefs in a 
manner that meets commonly endorsed standards of epistemic justification. 
Moreover, I shall assess the implications of these difficulties, and consider 
what it reveals about the nature of aesthetic belief formation.  
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2 Chapter Two: Insufficient Evidence  

The previous chapter left us contemplating how we might form aesthetic be-
liefs through appeal to testimony. It also left us wondering how in we might 
do so with either some kind of epistemic benefit or justification, and contem-
plating how we might identify reliable aesthetic testifiers. This chapter will 
make a start at investigating these issues by first examining two of the most 
standard approaches to testimonial justification that are found in the literature: 
reductionism and non-reductionism. Both of these approaches are evidential 
in the sense that considerations concerning the sufficient possession of evi-
dence by an agent are said to determine whether she is justified in forming the 
relevant beliefs in light of testimony. These accounts diverge in what they 
regard appropriate evidence to be. The goals of this chapter are to show that 
neither of these standard approaches operate successfully in the aesthetic do-
main and to consider what this failure reveals about aesthetic belief formation.  

Evidence has been characterised in different ways. Sometimes it is charac-
terised in terms of demonstrative proof, other times in terms of objective and 
or subjective probability, and other times again in terms of anything that belief 
is responsive to.123 Drawing from Earl Conee and Richard Feldman, I shall 
characterise it simply thus: evidence is a publicly accessible state of the world 
which is indicative of the truth of p, but which does not (alone) guarantee the 
justification of the belief that p.124 The issues under consideration in this chap-
ter arise due to the difficulties we face in identifying evidence of aesthetic 
expertise: where there is evidence, we have no resolute way of determining its 
reliability. I am not the first to notice this feature of the aesthetic domain. It 
has long been present is discussions of Hume and has been developed more 
recently by Thi Nguyen.125 However, the purpose of this chapter is not simply 
to observe that there are perhaps insurmountable difficulties with evidence in 
the aesthetic domain, but to assess what we are to do with this fact. I shall 
argue that several approaches to this issues, as well as the conclusions drawn 
from them, are mistaken. 

There are various ways of understanding the epistemic justification pro-
vided by testimony. Discussion tends to be divided along internalist and ex-
ternalist lines. Internalism is typically presented as the (family of) views which 

 
123 For more see, for example Chignell (2018).  
124 Conee and Feldman (2008). See also Feldman (2005; 2000; 2009).  
125 Levinson (2002); Nguyen (2020); Hume (1965) 
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say that justification is solely determined by factors internal to the individual 
(typically those reflecting the individual’s mental states, or their reflectively 
accessible mental states), whilst externalism is typically understood as the 
claim that justification also necessarily involves factors that are external to a 
person.126 The external factors in question being whether, for example, the be-
lief in question is caused by the state of affairs that makes the belief true, or 
whether the belief is produced by a reliable belief-producing process and so 
on. I shall be looking at reductionist and non-reductionist accounts, both of 
which can accommodate both internalist and externalist approaches to justifi-
cation. As I shall be engaging with reductionist and non-reductionist accounts 
broadly, I do not need to commit to either internalism or externalism about 
epistemic justification in order to demonstrate that these accounts do not func-
tion well in the context of the aesthetic domain.127  

In §2.1 I shall outline various reasons for and against both reductionism 
and non-reductionism. In §§2.2–2.4 I shall analyse and explain why these ac-
counts of justification do not function well in aesthetics. §2.3 discusses the 
ambiguity of the nature of aesthetic expertise; §2.4 addresses the non-inferen-
tial nature of judgements and beliefs formed in the aesthetic domain, which 
this analysis pertains to. In §2.5 I shall address the some of the significant 
implications of this.  

2.1 Problems for Evidentially-orientated Approaches 
What is required in order to acquire a justified belief through testimony? There 
are many answers, and one can find influential examples that are instances of 
either reductionism and non-reductionism.128 Reductionism holds that the pos-
session of sufficiently good positive reasons for the testifier’s reliability is re-
quired for testimonial justification. There is no presumptive epistemic right or 
general entitlement to accept testimony. It is held that testimony is not an ep-
istemically distinctive source of knowledge. Its justification reduces to the 

 
126 Conee and Feldman (2001); Posten (2008).  
127 Theorists sometimes conceive of epistemic justification solely in terms of external factors. 
For example, some endorse a kind of reliabilism such as that offered by Alvin Goldman (1979) 
according to which justification for a belief is solely determined by whether the belief is the 
product of a reliable method of attaining the truth. Aaron Meskin (2004) endorses such a view 
within aesthetics. I shall be setting these specifics aside in order to consider how broadly speak-
ing reductionism and non-reductionism fare within the aesthetic domain and consider what this 
means for the nature of aesthetic belief formation. Reductionism and non-reductionism do not 
operate well within the aesthetic domain, although this fact is not always recognised (see for 
example Hopkins (2000), and the reasons why they do not operate well within the aesthetic 
domain are particularly interesting. I am interested in an analysis of reductionism and non-
reductionism reveals, and I’ll argue that it reveals important clues about how we engage with 
aesthetic testimony and how we do and how we do not form aesthetic beliefs.  
128 Hume (1965), Fricker (1987, 1994), See Lackey (2008) and Faulkner (2011) for useful dis-
cussion.  
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justification acquired through sufficient evidence from the normal sources in-
cluding sense perception, memory and inference.  

Non-reductionism holds that testimonial justification does not reduce to, or 
derive from, entirely non-testimonial sources of justification such as percep-
tion or reason.129 Non-reductionist accounts are generally supplemented with 
a no-defeater condition, which says that the receiver of testimony (from here 
on ‘receiver’) should not possess any undefeated defeaters. These could in-
clude sufficient evidence that the claim being testified to is false or perhaps 
even strong, unrefuted beliefs on the part of the receiver that are contrary to 
claims being testified to.130 

 Note that while only reductionism requires that the receiver have positive 
evidential reasons for accepting testimony in order to form a justified belief 
on the basis of it, both accounts remain sensitive to evidence. In the case of 
non-reductionism, this sensitivity comes in through the no-defeaters clause. I 
shall argue that the underlying reason for the failure of both accounts is this 
shared sensitivity to evidence.  

2.1.1 Non-reductionism 
For many philosophers, non-reductionism has strong appeal. As Lackey ob-
serves, ‘[non-reductionism] is the most widely accepted view of testimonial 
knowledge (justification/warrant) within the current literature’.131 Its appeal 
derives largely from the fact that we are often dependent on the testimony of 
those such as our teachers and parents ‘[...] long before we possess evidence 
regarding their reliability of trustworthiness’.132 It is thus seen as a critical ep-
istemic tool, ‘on an epistemic par with resources that are often taken to be 
more basic, such as sense perception, memory and inductive inference’.133  

As Lackey notes, non-reductivism is problematic, despite its popularity. 
She points out that accepting a testifier’s report in absence of positive evidence 
of that testifier’s reliability can be just as epistemically problematic as accept-
ing testimony in the presence of undisputed counter-evidence.134 We can put 
pressure on non-reductionism by observing that we can only accept non-re-
ductionist assumptions on pain of delivering highly counter-intuitive results. 
To bring this out let’s consider Lackey’s case of Sam and the Alien:  
 

Sam is an average human being who is taking a walk in a forest. In the distance 
there is a clearing where he sees someone drop a book. He identifies the book-

 
129 Coady (1992) Burge (1993 and 1997), Foley (1994), Sosa (2006), again see Faulkner (2011) 
and Lackey (2008) for useful discussion.  
130 See Lackey (2008).  
131 Lackey (2008), p.155.  
132 Lackey (2008), p.156.  
133 Ibid.  
134 Also typically referred to as ‘undefeated defeaters’. Lackey (2008), pp.156 – 175.  
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dropper as an alien from another planet. Sam tries to catch up but by the time 
he gets there the alien has gone. He picks up the book and believes it to be the 
alien’s diary, written in English. Sam can read English, and from reading the 
contents of the book he forms the belief that tigers have eaten some of the 
alien’s fellow-alien friends during their exploration of Earth.135  

 

Here Sam does not know anything about the alien’s language or linguistic 
practices. He has no information pertaining to the alien’s sincerity, the alien’s 
use of fiction and non-fiction, whether the book is a diary and whether it is in 
fact written in English, or whether the book was even written by the alien. 
Lackey’s suggestion is that Sam possesses no defeaters for belief in the testi-
mony that some of the alien’s friends have been eaten by tigers, and no posi-
tive reasons for the belief either. She notes that according to a non-reductionist 
approach of the kind under discussion here, Sam’s belief should be at least 
prima facie justified. Yet Sam’s belief may strike one as intuitively flawed. 
There seems to be something intuitively wrong about an epistemological the-
ory which allows for the possibility that we are justified in forming a belief 
whilst possessing no idea who the (potential) testifier is, and no knowledge as 
to their competence or reliability, or indeed whether they are in fact testifying.  

As Lackey notes, one might plausibly try to argue that Sam does not meet 
the no-defeater condition here. It might be held that this is not a case in which 
there are neither positive reasons for the belief nor defeaters, and the absence 
of positive reasons provides the defeater.136 Let’s call this the ‘argument from 
the failed no-defeater condition’. On this line of thought the very absence of 
any positive reason to think that a testifier is reliable, or even communicating 
in a language which one can understand, is reason enough to make forming a 
belief on the basis of her testimony unjustified. Yet, as noted by Lackey, this 
response concedes the importance of positive supporting reasons for epistemic 
justification.137 The importance of this is after all precisely what reductionists 
are committed to. This response is unavailable to the non-reductionist, as she 
would be accepting the essence of the view which hers is opposed to. 

The above analysis indicates that in at least certain kinds of cases, non-
reductionism can only avoid providing counterintuitive verdicts by adopting 
some central reductionist conditions. It may be tempting to resist this analysis 
by arguing that it is bad philosophical practice to generate arguments on the 
basis of extreme cases. Indeed one might try to defend non-reductionism 
against the Sam and the Alien example by appealing to the senses in which 
this case is unrealistic. In most cases, we do not have a total absence of either 
positive reasons or defeaters for a particular claim. Upon this line of response, 

 
135 Ibid., p.168.  
136 Ibid., pp.168–174.  
137 Ibid., p.171.  
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non-reductionism can provide a prima facie justification for ordinary situa-
tions, not for far-fetched ones involving aliens.138 

Nevertheless, as we shall see in later in this chapter, cases with a similar 
structure are not unusual in the aesthetic domain. So even if non-reductionism 
can handle many easy cases, in a manner which may or may not suffice in 
other domains, it will run into trouble when applied to important cases in aes-
thetics.  

It is important to note already that it would be misleading to think that re-
ductionism has much more plausibility for cases in aesthetics and those cases 
which have a similar structure. I think it is pertinent for us to already observe 
that, in the particular case of Sam and the Alien it is not entirely clear how we 
should assess, weigh-up or even simply either identify defeaters or positive 
reasons in the first place. It is not clear how Sam should or could go about 
adjudicating evidence of the (purported) testifier’s reliability. This is problem 
for both non-reductionism and reductionism. 

2.1.2 Reductionism 
We first need to distinguish two broad kinds of reductionism: global and lo-
cal.139 Global reductionism concerns the reliability of testimony in general for 
all domains, for all testifiers and testimony-receivers. It holds that in order to 
be justified in forming a belief on the basis of testimony, a receiver must have 
non-testimonially based positive reasons for believing that, generally speak-
ing, testimony is reliable. By contrast, local reductionism holds that a speaker 
must have non-testimonially based positive reasons for believing that testi-
mony is reliable in this particular instance. Both local and global reduction-
ism can be divided into two strands: stringent and liberal reductionism. Strin-
gent reductionism holds that the receiver’s positive reasons for the belief that 
the testimony is reliable must not depend on an appeal to testimony.140 Liberal 
reductionism allows that a receiver’s positive reasons might themselves be 
informed by testimony, provided that they have positive reasons to believe 
that this further testimony is reliable and that these reasons are ultimately non-
testimonially grounded. This final condition is designed to avoid the risk of 
an infinite regress of testimonial justification. In our focus on aesthetic testi-
mony, we shall focus on the form of reductionism which I think holds the most 
promise: local liberal reductionism. I shall now explain why this is the most 
promising form of reductionism.  

Liberal reductionism is preferable to stringent reductionism in virtue of its 
ability to meet two standard objections which the stringent strands fail to 

 
138 Grateful for Fabrice Terroni (correspondence) for this consideration.  
139 I draw terminology and discussion of ‘global’ and ‘local’ testimony from Lackey (2008), 
pp.142 – 175. I draw terminology of ‘stringent’ and ‘liberal’ testimony from Faulkner (2011).  
140 Faulkner (2011), p.33.  
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avoid. Both objections pertain to what some would call ‘cognitive finitude’.141 
One such objection is what Lackey has called the ‘Scarcity of Information 
Objection’, which comes from the observation that we are limited beings and 
cannot access or acquire first-hand all the relevant information which these 
forms of reductionism require.142 As noted by Coady ‘[I]t seems absurd to 
suggest that individually, we have done anything like the amount of field work 
that is required… many of us have never seen a baby born nor have most of 
us examined the circulation of the blood, nor the actual geography of the 
world’.143  

The second objection is the Capacity Objection. This objection highlights 
the fact that many of us lack the ‘conceptual machinery’ adequately to check 
the testimonial reports against the facts.144 Even when we have access to the 
relevant information, we are often uncertain as to how to check its reliability. 
This applies most obviously to testimonial reports involving complex scien-
tific or mathematical theories.145  

Stringent global reductionism, more specifically, faces another common 
objection. In the unlikely event that we were able to compile sufficient infor-
mation and had sufficient cognitive resources to ascertain that testimony is 
generally reliable, it is not clear that this global reductionism would have ep-
istemic significance for us in any given instance. There are all sorts of testi-
monial reports, and these have widely varying reliability. As Lackey argued, 
given this variety, ‘the mere fact that testimony is generally reliable – if indeed 
it is – would have very little epistemic bearing on particular instances of tes-
timony’.146 It may be that we live in a world where, globally speaking, an 
overwhelming majority of testimonial reports are about mundane matters such 
as the day’s weather, what one had for breakfast and the colour of one’s car. 
If we were to discover that such reports are generally reliable, this, she argues, 
would be not reflect on the reliability of all kinds of testimony. It would skew 
the results in favour of testimony’s being globally reliable by focusing on the 
kinds of cases where testimony is on the whole reliable.  

I think that there is force to Lackey’s argument. However, it is possible that 
its force depends on what percentage of testimony overall turned out to be 
reliable. The force might be weaker if global testimony was judged reliable 
99.999% of the time. That said, this latter point only reveals another of the key 
difficulties faced by global testimony: not only do we lack the sufficient re-
sources to ascertain that, generally-speaking, testimony is reliable, it is also 
not clear what determines how reliable the testimony has to be in general to 
provide justification as required by the view. This particular objection 

 
141 Term used by Nguyen in (forthcoming-b) applied here.  
142 Lackey (2008), pp.178–185.  
143 Coady (1992), p.82. See also Lackey (2011), pp.146-147.  
144 Lackey (2011), p.147.  
145 Foley (1994), pp.57–8. Found in Lackey (2011), p.179.  
146 Lackey (2008), p.148.  
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suggests that we ought to adopt local reductionism. The Scarcity of Infor-
mation Objection and the Capacity Objection more specifically suggests that 
we should adopt a liberal localised reductionism. Unfortunately, as we shall 
see, matters are not so straightforward. 

The liberal localised reductionist has the resources to avoid the Scarcity of 
Information Objection. The liberal localised reductionist can also point to var-
ious particular monitoring techniques that the receiver of testimony may have 
at their disposal. The receiver of testimony may have observed a general con-
formity between that particular testifier’s reports and her track-record of truth-
ful testimony. Or they may have observed the general conformity of reports 
delivered in that domain, or that context or from speakers with relevantly sim-
ilar characteristics. When learning to drive, one might believe that one’s driv-
ing instructor is telling the truth when they say ‘the accelerator is on the right’, 
because one has heard that driving instructors tend to have gained some kind 
of qualification and one has heard from a friend that this particular instructor 
has a good track-record of enabling provisional drivers to pass their test, etc. 
Collected together, these monitoring techniques can indicate that a testifier is 
reliable on a particular matter.  

On a point of clarification, the liberal suggestion is not that we always need 
to go out of our way to conduct the assessment.147 As stated by Fricker we do 
not need to ‘conduct an extensive piece of MI5-type vetting’ on a testifier. 
Rather the idea is that the receiver of testimony should be ‘discriminating in 
her attitude to the speaker […] in light of the evidence, or cues available to 
her’.148 However, we need to be careful to not overestimate our monitoring 
capacities. Fricker argues that (on some level) we are able to monitor the tes-
tifier’s reliability by picking up on cues of insincerity and incompetence. She 
claims, for example, that: ‘if there were signs of untrustworthiness, [the re-
ceiver] would register them, and respond to them’.149 The proposal thus ap-
pears to be that we have a reliable capacity to access testimonial sincerity and 
competence, that we are able to pick up on markers of unreliability through 
noticing nervous twitches and shifty glances of the eyes. This is clearly false. 
We do not always have the capacity to recognise testimonial reliability; relia-
ble testifiers may exhibit what we regard to be signals of unreliability, and 
unreliable testifiers may exhibit the opposite signals. Nevertheless, we might 
be able to rescue an idea that is in the same vicinity.150 Even if we do not 
always have the capacity to recognise testimonial reliability on the basis of 
any one instance, we can appeal to the various monitoring techniques to add 
to a much broader and more cohesive picture that we slowly build up by 

 
147 Fricker (1994), see also Lackey (2001), p.144.  
148 Fricker (1994), pp.149–50. Found in Lackey (2011), p.144.  
149 Fricker (1994), p.151. For discussion see Faulkner (2011), and Tollefson (2007), p.304.  
150 Even if, it should be noted, that this is a technique which can perpetuate unhelpful stereo-
typing and broader epistemic injustices. We shall say more about this in Chapter 6.  
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assessing the testifier’s mannerisms, the context of their report, the domain 
that the report falls under, and so forth.151 

It is in addressing the Capacity Objection that the localised liberal reduc-
tionist faces the most problems. Recall that this related to the concern that that 
many of us lack the ‘conceptual machinery’ adequately to check the testimo-
nial reports against the facts. There are a variety of strategies that the localised 
liberal reductionist can offer us to try to answer this objection. The localised 
liberal reductionist can observe that even for domains in which a receiver of 
testimony lacks the requisite knowledge or skill to tell for themselves whether 
the testimony is true, there are still various resources at hand to check testi-
monial reports. To draw upon a few examples offered by Nguyen, even if I 
cannot tell for myself whether the claims of a car mechanic are true, I can tell 
whether the mechanic manages to make my car work.152 Even if I cannot fully 
assess the expertise of an aeronautical engineer, I can assess whether the en-
gineer’s report is endorsed by the industry as a whole.153 And for the domains 
in which there are no observable consequences, we can typically assess the 
impact of testimony of a related sub-domain. As Nguyen observes, even if I 
cannot assess the claims of particle physicists, it has bearing on the work of 
nuclear engineers, and we can slightly more directly assess the industry of 
nuclear physics as a whole by monitoring the track-record of, say nuclear 
power stations, and the broader industry as a whole.154 The problem is that 
there are some domains in which we are not sure what expertise consists of. 
We are not even sure whether there are in fact any experts in the domain, or 
how to identify the markers of expertise if there are experts. We are not sure 
how to assess for example associated industries they are working in and there 
are relevant no sub-domains on which to make secondary judgements. Nguyen 
has identified aesthetics as one of these troublesome domains.155 I agree. It is 
the purpose of the following sections to clarify why. I shall offer arguments to 
the effect that aesthetics is one of these problematic outlying domains, and 
demonstrate the significance of these troubles what follows.  

 
151 Something similar can be said in response to a concern raised by Coady (Coady (1973), 
p.152. See also Faulkner (2011), 48.) Coady’s concern is that it is not always clear which do-
main a testimonial report falls under. He argues that there is always a problem of identifying 
types. He asks us to consider a case of a report of a sick lion in Taronga Park Zoo. A liberal 
local reductionist, he notes, would have to decide whether the report belonged to the kind ‘med-
ical report or geographical report or empirical report or existence report’, or more specifically 
medical reports of lions, geographical reports of Taronga, and so on. The worry is that we do 
not know which the relevant domain is, and they may produce different results regarding the 
reliability of the report. It is possible that the reductionist here could simply question the as-
sumption that one need not decide on just one kind of report, many measures of assessment 
may be relevant to building a cohesive picture of another’s testimonial reliability. 
152 Nguyen (2020), p.2806.  
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid., p.2807.  
155 Ibid., p.2803.  
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2.2 The Problems in Aesthetics 
To bring out the problematic nature of the aesthetic domain it will be instruc-
tive to return to the kind of intuition pumps that we saw in the Introduction 
and Chapter One. Suppose that you are on the Underground and are told by a 
stranger sitting nearby that the latest exhibition at the Tate is simply horren-
dous. You have not seen it. As we saw earlier, depending on the kind of ob-
jection, the objector will tend to assume that you will not and/or should not 
(depending on the precise concern) in this instance form a belief that the latest 
exhibition at the Tate is simply horrendous. Rather, you will and/or should 
only hold the belief that The new exhibition in the Tate is supposed to be hor-
rendous, and if asked you will assert as much, or add a disclaimer of some 
kind. By contrast, if the stranger offered you directions, or told you that there 
were ‘scattered showers’ when they got on the underground at the other end 
of the line, the purported intuition is that you could believe them. 

From a liberal localised reductionist perspective, this intuition pump cannot 
reveal anything about the justification of belief formation without further 
facts. When forming a justified belief on the basis of testimony we might con-
sider (a): evidence pertaining generally to people’s reliability on the topic in 
question.156 It has also been suggested that we also tend to consider (b): the 
reliability of certain people (our friends, politicians from certain political par-
ties, and so forth) on the topic in question.157 And finally we will likely con-
sider (c): how (a) and (b) compares to the other relevant evidence that we 
already possess on the matter. So in applying this to the case of the weather 
report on the Underground, it is likely that you would consider whether 
strangers on the Underground are generally reliable and sincere when it comes 
to reporting on the current weather. You might notice whether their assertion 
accords with the kinds of clothes that they are wearing (rainproof or non-rain-
proof) and the dampness of these clothes. Likewise you might ask whether or 
not their report is broadly compatible with your own rough background beliefs 
about the weather for that day and your beliefs about your own ability to assess 
such things. If, for example, there was bright sunshine without a cloud in the 
sky when you got on the train just moments ago, and you were confident of 
your perception, no matter how long the train line is, you might be doubtful 
that it is raining anywhere that the train goes or has been. With the case of 
directions, you might consider whether the stranger had a London-accent 
(which would indicate familiarity with the area – and therefore indicate a cer-
tain reliability when it comes to the directions), or you might consider the 
shiftiness of their gaze, mannerisms, and so forth.158  

 
156 See Fricker (1994); Lackey (2008, pp.143-149) 
157 Ibid.  
158 There are clear issues of epistemic justice that might arise due to biases and prejudices raised 
by consideration (b) here. I shall set these concerns aside here. It is possible that reductionists 
would describe an appeal to (b) as descriptively true, whilst an appeal to (a) and (c) normative.  
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It is reasonable to think that the same kind of considerations are relevant 
for cases with respect to aesthetic testimony. Indeed in Chapter One we saw 
that it is widely insisted that aesthetic beliefs are of the same kind as any other 
beliefs, and that aesthetic beliefs are not mysteriously unique. So if non-aes-
thetic beliefs acquire justification by considering the above kind of factors, 
then it is reasonable to think that aesthetic beliefs acquire justification through 
precisely the same kinds of considerations. And what starts to emerge here are 
two notable things. First, the intuition pumps from the Introduction and Chap-
ter One do not provide us with a lot of information. Second, it is not clear what 
kind of information could relevantly or reliably be provided for the aesthetic 
domain. It is not always clear to us what appropriate evidence for an aesthetic 
judgement is, nor how we should go about weighing it up. The problem, I shall 
argue, for aesthetics is that we struggle to determine (a)–(c). Markers of ex-
pertise are fairly elusive to us. 

As indicated in the Introduction and Chapter One, various things tend to be 
drawn from the intuition pumps. It is possible that many intuitions drawn gen-
erally about belief-formation, knowledge formation as well as the justification 
of beliefs from the above kind of intuition pumps reflect the fact that we may 
bring to the case a lot of implicit background assumptions about people’s ex-
pertise regarding ordinary standard matters, (such as the weather, or directions 
– and note that we tend to have various means of verifying people’s expertise 
regarding such things). We tend to be less sure about people’s aesthetic exper-
tise and how to assess it.  

Those who hold that there is nothing epistemically problematic about def-
erence to aesthetic testimony entailed by the nature of aesthetic beliefs can be 
offered some support for their commitment in this context. Their key conten-
tion can be somewhat supported by the observation that, if we were provided 
with more information about the case of the weather report on the Under-
ground, if it is clarified, for example, that you did not have sufficient access 
to any background evidential verifications (say the stranger was a few seats 
away, blocked out of view, you were blindfolded when you left your house 
and so forth, and haven’t seen the weather forecast in days), then you might 
feel inclined to add a disclaimer, similar to the one often described of aesthetic 
cases. It might seem intuitive that you could only justifiably say to a friend 
when you got off the Underground, ‘It is supposed to have been raining at the 
other end of the line’, rather than ‘It has been raining at the other end of the 
line’. Accordingly, it appears that non-aesthetic and aesthetic cases may be-
have in the same manner. In both kinds of cases we may be reluctant to form 
a belief with the same content as the testimony, if we face difficulty in appeal-
ing to background evidence about the testifier’s expertise. However, the prob-
lem that this reveals is that the asymmetry has simply been relocated. The new 
asymmetry reflects the absence of information we have pertaining to aesthetic 
expertise.  
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2.2.1 Clarifications of Problems 
I want to offer some points of clarification regarding the idea that markers of 
aesthetic expertise are elusive to us and that the asymmetry has been relocated. 
First, in stressing the difficulties in identifying aesthetic expertise, my position 
may be interpreted as an endorsement of an objection from epistemic inferi-
ority (the position that we cannot appeal to aesthetic testimony as easily or as 
often as we can other domains), or even a sceptical position from epistemic 
futility (the position that we cannot form aesthetic beliefs by deferring to aes-
thetic testimony at all). This would be mistaken. My claim is only that we 
cannot appeal to aesthetic testimony in the same way as we can other testi-
mony in other domains, i.e. via evidential methods. In later chapters, I shall 
ultimately argue that we should not be overly worried by this.159  

A second point of clarification is in order, it is important that I distinguish 
my claim from two others. My claim is not that, in assessing the evidence we 
find that aesthetic testifiers tend to be unreliable, nor is it necessarily the claim 
that there is no evidence available. Rather, the claim is specifically that as 
receivers of testimony we struggle to assess any evidence available, and we 
experience difficulty in determining the reliability of the information at hand. 
These three distinctions are important, so I want to spend a little more time on 
them. Aaron Meskin endorses the claim that aesthetic testifiers tend to be un-
reliable. The aim of Meskin’s paper is to show that people can in principle 
form aesthetic beliefs through testimony in precisely the same manner as non-
aesthetic cases. It just so happens that we cannot do it very well or often com-
pared to other domains because testifiers in the aesthetic domain are generally 
unreliable.160 To this extent, Meskin can be regarded as endorsing a form of 
pessimism derived from epistemic inferiority, although in fact we shall see 
that this kind of account risks entailing a form of epistemic futility.)  

Meskin argues that aesthetic testimony is more likely than non-aesthetic or 
descriptive testimony to be unreliable with respect to the testifier’s compe-
tence and sincerity.161 Let’s start by considering his claims about sincerity. 
Meskin claims that aesthetics is a domain replete with elitist fraudsters.162 The 
idea is that there is a particularly strong tendency to signal in an intentionally 
unreliable way to others that we have expertise in aesthetic matters in a way 
that is much rarer in other domains.  

Meskin’s concerns about sincerity are specifically other-directed. Interest-
ingly, Robson argues that the tendency towards self-deception is in fact prev-
alent, and more so than intentional dishonesty. He insists that ‘[...]this is not, 

 
159 See Chapter Five 
160 Meskin (2004; 2007).  
161 Ibid.  
162 Meskin (forthcoming); see also Robson [manuscript], Chapter Four. Here Meskin supple-
ments his discussion with an appeal to Matthew Kieran’s claim that many people are, at least 
to some degree, aesthetic snobs ‘because what matters to them most is appearing to be the 
“right” sort of person’ (Kieran (2010), p.225). 
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to suggest that conscious deception doesn’t occur in the aesthetic realm (it 
certainly does) nor even to suggest that people aren’t somewhat more inclined 
to lie about aesthetic matters than about, say, the colours of medium sized 
objects in their immediate vicinity.’163 The thought is merely that the kind of 
widespread, long-term deception Kieran and Meskin are pointing to here 
would ‘almost invariably be accompanied by some degree of self-decep-
tion’.164 It seems to me that this stand-off between Robson and Meskin is dif-
ficult to resolve without further appeal to psychology and the empirical sci-
ences, for it is not clear how we can independently assess an individual’s level 
of sincerity. Let us set aside worries about sincerity for now and turn to 
Meskin’s claims about competence.  

As Robson puts it, for Meskin the idea is that ‘[w]hile many (though by no 
means all) of us are qualified to comment on many (though by no means all) 
mundane matters, few of us meet, or even approximate the criteria [for aes-
thetic expertise]’.165 The idea is that there are very few people with aesthetic 
expertise, so it is unlikely that any given piece of aesthetic testimony is reliable 
without a specific reason to believe that the testifier is one of the rare epistemic 
experts. The assumed absence of general reliability acts as general defeater for 
the being justified in having or acquiring the relevant doxastic states. Meskin 
does say that there are particular exceptions in which the testifiers are reliable. 
However, the primary problem with all these claims lies in the difficulties we 
face in assessing them. It is not clear how we should go about assessing the 
reliability of others. This is the problem. In fact it is not clear how we should 
go about assessing the reliability of ourselves, for that matter. Interestingly 
Meskin is keen to emphasise that we are able to assess our own levels of reli-
ability. He argues, for example, that a person is ‘much more likely to know 
the extent to which he or she meets the requirements for [holding aesthetic 
expertise] than the extent to which another person meets those require-
ments’.166 Robson by contrast holds that, contrary to Meskin’s contention, ‘we 
are actually remarkably unreliable when it comes to assessing our own abili-
ties’.167 Robson appeals to various points of empirical research to suggest that 
‘we consistently overestimate our abilities in various areas (with the majority 
of people famously taking themselves to be better than average students, 
friends, drivers, romantic partners, and crucially aesthetic [judgers])’.168 

 
163 Meskin (forthcoming).  
164 Meskin (forthcoming). In support of this, studies have tracked how we tend to report prefer-
ring wine with a higher price tag, even if the wine is the same. Of course, this does not signal a 
form of intentional other-regarding deception. However, it may be correlated with a related 
form of self-deception, because such empirical studies also identify a genuinely increased feel-
ing of pleasure from drinking wines with a higher price tag. See Hilke Plassmann et al (2008), 
found in Robson (forthcoming, Chapter Three). 
165 Robson [manuscript, Ch4]; Meskin (2004).  
166 Meskin (forthcoming), and similar ideas found in Meskin (2007).  
167 Robson [manuscript].  
168 Robson [manuscript]; (Kruger and Dunning 1999).  
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Again, my resistance to both Meskin and Robson’s claims here again concerns 
the difficulties we face in assessing them. It is not clear to me that either 
Meskin and Robson’s claims about certain levels of testimonial reliability are 
right, because it is not clear to me how we should assess these claims, or assess 
another’s aesthetic expertise in the first place. It is not obvious why an indi-
vidual would be more likely to know the extent to which he or she meets the 
requirements for aesthetic expertise than the extent to which another person 
meets those requirements. This is because it is not obvious to us what aesthetic 
expertise is, nor how we might identify it in ourselves or in others.  

The difficulties we face in being able to identify aesthetic expertise can be 
brought out best once we have turned to exploring the ambiguities pertaining 
to the nature of aesthetic expertise. From which, we shall be able to explore 
more broadly the difficulties we face in identifying aesthetic expertise. This 
will be the purpose of the following two sections, and we shall start with the 
former. Indeed some of the main difficulties we face in identifying aesthetic 
experts relates to the difficulties we face in answering what aesthetic expertise 
is Meskin clarifies that his appeal to aesthetic expertise draws on Hume. In 
fact, most discussions of aesthetic expertise proceed from at least some aspect 
of Hume’s aesthetics. We shall see, however, that this appeal merely exempli-
fies my concerns about the difficulties in identifying expertise. 

2.3 The Nature of Expertise  
We can start our assessment of what aesthetic expertise is by noting the vari-
ous approaches to explicating the concept at a general level. The first approach 
is exemplified by what I shall call a ‘threshold’ account. This account is per-
haps the most paradigmatic. It reflects the standard criteria for counting as 
having expertise in the STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathe-
matics) subjects.  
 

Threshold: Person A is an expert on some subject matter S if for any judge-
ments that A makes pertaining to S they are likely to be epistemically well-
placed – for some (unspecified) percentage of the time p, where p is greater 
than 50%.169  

 

A second model of expertise involves a contrast class of people, the majority 
and the minority. Let’s call this account ‘Minority contrast’.  
 

 
169 For a discussion see Goldman (2001); Hoffman (2012) and Lackey (2011).  
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Minority Contrast: Person A is an expert on some subject matter S if, at 
time t, A is better epistemically placed than some (unspecified) percentage 
of people, where this percentage is at least greater than 50%.170  

 

A third model of expertise can be found in the work of Fricker, who holds a 
relational account of expertise, where the contrast between expertise and non-
expertise operates at an interpersonal level:  
 

Interpersonal Contrast: Person A is an expert relative to another person B 
on some subject matter S pertaining to claim c, at time t, just in case she is 
better epistemically placed to assert c than B is.  

 

When I use the terminology of ‘expertise’, I have in mind an Interpersonal 
Contrast approach: to say that someone has ‘expertise’ just captures the sense 
in which this person is somewhat better epistemically placed than the particu-
lar individual or set of individuals on the subject matter in question. They have 
relative authority on a certain matter. This matter may be highly specialised 
or fairly broad.171 Experts are just whoever is better epistemically placed on a 
subject matter, relative to the relevant other.172 Nevertheless, what it means to 
be epistemically ‘better’ or ‘well placed’ is a less straightforward issue. It can 
mean a variety of things. Sometimes in the literature this ideas is fleshed out 
in terms of the ratio of true-to-false beliefs held. 173 But in light of Sosa’s work, 
as seen in Chapter One, it is more often explained in terms of true beliefs 
which an individual not only has but also has understood and grasped the 
grounds for. It is a kind of capacity, a faculty, reliable skill or sensitivity.174 
Sometimes being epistemically well placed is also taken to also include re-
quirements of motivational internalism and impartiality.175 Generally 

 
170 A clear challenge for this approach lies in identifying the relevant percentage. On the one 
hand, if we were to leave the percentage unspecified this would be too broad. Yet on the other 
hand, to stipulate a specific percentage would be arbitrary. One often finds theorists asserting, 
for example, that an expert is such that were she to have or make a judgement to form a con-
scious belief regarding whether P, her belief would almost certainly be knowledge. It is not 
clear, however, what numerical value one should give to ‘almost certain’; around 90-99.9% 
perhaps? This risks being too strong. At the other extreme it would seem silly to suggest that 
are an expert if you get it right approximately 50.01% of the time. And it seems particularly 
strange to say that you are an expert approximately 50.01--100% of the time but not at 
50.000000001%.  
171 In an aesthetic context one might for example be an expert in baroque music, or in music 
generally.  
172 Even if their higher epistemic standing is acquired contingently.  
173 For example, Goldman (2001), holds that a person is an expert in a given domain if that 
person ‘has considerably more beliefs in true propositions and/or fewer beliefs in false propo-
sitions within [subject matter S] than the vast majority of people do’. 
174 Sosa (2007; 2009).  
175 Cholbi (2007).  
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speaking, these kinds of capacities or sensitives may be either innate or ac-
quired. Moreover, they may be perceptual, affective, cognitive, or perhaps 
some combination of the three.  

From this brief survey we can already get the sense that there is a great 
variety of views about the nature of expertise. The very fact that there is a 
great variety of views on offer can help us indicate the extent of the difficulties 
we face in identifying aesthetic expertise.  

2.3.1 The nature of Aesthetic Expertise 
There are three interrelated issues which require clarification in order to un-
derstand what aesthetic expertise is. They are what kinds of qualities are rele-
vant for making a correct or appropriate aesthetic judgement, which people 
have them, and what it means for an aesthetic judgement to be correct or ap-
propriate. In turning to these issues I want to start by drawing upon Schelle-
kens who situates them in relation to three dialectical positions.176 The first 
concerns whether ‘the world and its contents are autonomous of our minds, or 
whether the world and its contents simply cannot be said to exist inde-
pendently of our perception and understanding of them’.177 This is the debate 
pertaining to the existence of aesthetic properties, framed in terms of realism 
and anti-realism. Emerging from this literature are the two further dialectical 
pairs: objectivism and subjectivism, and cognitivism and non-cognitivism.178 
The objectivism and subjectivism pair concern ‘whether it is the object or the 
subject that makes something appear as it does’.179 The cognitivism and non-
cognitivism pair concern ‘whether our judgements about an object’s qualities 
can yield knowledge and be assessed according to some generally available 
normative standards’.180  

Anti-realist approaches have traditionally held sway. Anti-realism has typ-
ically brought with it subjectivism and non-cognitivism. Nevertheless there 
have been various anti-realist approaches which have sought to shift this 
framework.181 The shift takes its starting-point from the widely accepted re-
sponse-dependence thesis. This is the idea that aesthetic qualities such as 
gracefulness and elegance require some form of human response in order to 
be instantiated or manifested. To be graceful is for something to evoke a cer-
tain response in perceivers. What it is for an object to have a certain aesthetic 
property is just for it to prompt that response. As Schellekens puts it, ‘[T]his 
approach recognises that there is truth to the claim that, say, the graceful or 

 
176 Schellekens (2008).  
177 To clarify, the suggestion is not that the issue at hand is whether the world is mind-inde-
pendent in general.  
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid.  
181 See, ibid.  
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the cruel appears graceful or cruel because (there is a sense in which) it is 
graceful or cruel. But the approach holds onto elements of the opposing claim, 
that what it is for something to be graceful or cruel consists fundamentally, in 
its appearing graceful or cruel’.182 There are various accounts which endorse 
this latter, kind of approach, but in what follows I’ll just briefly introduce one 
such approach, David Wiggins’ so-called ‘Sensible Subjectivism’.183 And 
whilst Sensible Subjectivism is just one approach of many, I introduce it here 
for a few reasons. Firstly, it will enable us to gain deeper insight into the con-
cept of expertise. Secondly, it will also facilitate the introduction of some key 
shared assumptions pertaining to the nature of the aesthetic domain. Thirdly, 
it will introduce other points of resistance to Meskins’ assumption that ‘few 
of us meet, or even approximate the criteria’ for aesthetic expertise (hereafter 
‘Meskin’s assumption’). And finally, it will naturally lead us towards a dis-
cussion of Hume’s position on the nature of expertise, one to which most the-
orists on aesthetic expertise adhere to some degree, yet for which, there are 
well-known issues.  

2.3.2 Sensible Subjectivism 
The first key tenet that I would like to introduce from Sensible Subjectivism 
is the contention that aesthetic correctness is not something that can be ascer-
tained by inferential reasoning, or rigorous proofs such as those which we find 
for example in mathematics. Here aesthetic correctness is just the agreement 
of subjects’ responses to an object. Sensible Subjectivism makes an appeal to 
the sensory qualities of colour perception to capture this, an approach which 
takes its influence from Hume:  
 

[W]hen you pronounce any action or character to be vicious, you mean noth-
ing, but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or senti-
ment of blame from the contemplation of it. Vice and virtue, therefore, may be 
compared to sounds, colours, heat and cold, which [...] are not properties in 
objects, but perceptions in the mind.184  

 

For Hume, the attribution of aesthetic properties to an object is specifically 
sentimental. The recognition of an object’s aesthetic properties prompts an 
affective response in the subject. The claim that an object has a certain prop-
erty, say the property of being beautiful, is the claim that the object is the kind 
of thing that arouses in subjects a certain sentiment. Sensible Subjectivism 
makes the further claim that these sentimental responses are held by ‘normal 
subjects under normal conditions’, and through this intersubjective agreement 
these responses attain a ‘fittingness’ or sense of being ‘merited’ as they are 

 
182 Schellekens (2008).  
183 Wiggins (1987).  
184 Hume (1965), p.469.  
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repeated over time.185 This is a genealogical account which appeals to the con-
stant conjunction in what is called the ‘stimulus-response’ pairing. Over time, 
the stimulus-response pairing attains the status of being correct or appropri-
ate. To bring this out, consider the analogy between aesthetic properties and 
properties of colour. Sensible Subjectivism holds that we experience ‘an ob-
ject as red/graceful in virtue of its looking red/graceful to [people] endowed 
with the appropriate visual apparatus or aesthetic sensibility. That is to say, 
we [experience] an object as, say, graceful because it is graceful, but what it 
is for something to be graceful is for that thing to give rise to a certain response 
in us’.186 The aesthetic property and the aesthetic response it stimulates are 
understood in terms of one another. To be x (beautiful, say) is to be such as to 
have the disposition to give rise to response R in normal responders under 
normal circumstances, and to have the disposition to give rise to R in normal 
responders under normal circumstances is to be x.187  

So the claim is that the kinds of capacities which are relevant for making a 
correct or appropriate aesthetic judgement are sentimental. ‘Normal’ people 
have them (where ‘normal’ here connotes a majority), and that they do is what 
it is for an aesthetic judgement to be correct or appropriate. Each of these 
claims has been met with resistance.  

With regards to the first claim, drawing from Schellekens, there is re-
sistance to the idea that the attribution of an aesthetic property is always ac-
companied by a specific standard sentiment in ‘normal responders’.188 Aes-
thetic sentiments commonly vary among different subjects experiencing the 
same work or art of object. There are a wide variety of aesthetic properties – 
beauty, balance, elegance, harmony and the like – for which it seems strange 
to say that there is any one response which uniquely corresponds to each of 
them individually, even for the same individual perceiving the same object. 
Even if a moral property can be identified by the presence of a more communal 
sense of blame, guilt, or resentment, the same kind of phenomenon is absent 
in aesthetics. The second claim is resisted by Meskin’s assumption.189 The 
third claim meets resistance for its justificatory circularity. As Schellekens ar-
gues, ‘[W]hen we make a judgement such as “x is graceful”, saying “x is 
graceful because my response to x was thus” does not seem sufficient to justify 
that judgement […] merely reporting on having or having had a certain re-
sponse may explain why one has made the judgement “x is F” but not justify 
it’.190 The presence of a stimulus-response pairing does not act as evidence for 
the property in question. All that it indicates is that a property has become 
commonly and habitually associated with a specific stimulus in certain 

 
185 Schellekens (2006), p.170.  
186 Ibid. p.169.  
187 Ibid. 
188 Schellekens (2006). 
189 That generally speaking aesthetic testifiers are unreliable.  
190 Schellekens (2006), p170.  
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subjects under certain circumstances. There can be disagreement among our 
aesthetic responses. It is difficult to understand how we can establish that the 
standard response (assuming that there is one) has really been made on good 
grounds, unless all we mean by ‘good grounds’ is that it is the standard re-
sponse. Many of these concerns also apply to Hume’s account. 

2.3.3 Hume’s Ideal Critic  
Hume makes various assumptions which differ from those of the Sensible 
Subjectivist. Nevertheless, these further assumptions create problems of their 
own. According to Hume, it is from the joint response of ‘true judges’ which 
the ‘appropriateness’ of aesthetic judgements, or what Hume calls ‘the stand-
ard of taste’ is derived.191 These judges are not strictly ‘normal responders 
under normal conditions’, rather they are responders to stimulus which normal 
responders experience under the condition that their capacities are not ob-
structed. There is widespread disagreement as to whether the joint verdict of 
these critics is constitutive of the standard of aesthetic value, or whether the 
judgements are best seen merely as a good practical guide for the standard. 
Nevertheless, what is clear is that Hume argues that the ascription of aesthetic 
properties is experienced as ‘sentiments’ or feelings of approbation, which are 
naturally aroused in the subject by an object. And whilst these sentiments are 
naturally aroused in humans, disagreements of taste can arise because some 
people experience obstacles to the reception of these sentiments. True judges 
are those lacking such obstacles, and there are five characteristics that qualify 
one as a true judge: ‘strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by 
practice, perfected by compassion and cleared of all prejudice’.192 For Hume 
it is the joint verdict of such judges which constitutes the standard of appro-
priateness/correctness for aesthetic judgement, i.e. the standard of taste. 

This Humean picture raises various questions. There is widespread disa-
greement in the literature as to whether the Humean ‘true judge’ is or should 
be ideal, or real.193 There are concerns as to why the joint verdict of true judges 
is necessary to capture a standard of taste, if all have the same unobstructed 
capacities.194 And there are uncertainties as to why we should listen to such 

 
191 Hume (1965). See Galgut (2012); Riberio (2007) Shelley (1994; 2011; 2013); Williams 
(2007).  
192 Hume (1965).  
193 Galgut, E (2012); Riberio, B (2007); Ross (2008); Shelley (1994; 2011; 2013); Williams 
(2007). 
194 Dura-Vila (2015); Galgut, (2012); Riberio, B. (2007); Ross, (2008); Shelley, (1994; 2011; 
2013);Williams, (2007). Some philosophers have answered this question in relation to Hume’s 
further claim that there can be blameless divergences in preferences of the true judges due to 
differences in age, outlook and temperament. Yet this further claim is in itself concerning, since 
it appears not only to threaten the apparent normativity of the standard of taste but seems to 
thwart the criteria that true judges are ‘cleared of all prejudice’. 
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judges.195 These concerns can, however, be set aside, leaving us to focus on 
the problem of how we are supposed to identify these judges.  

As Levinson notes, we are told that the traits of ideal critics put us in a 
better position overall to have aesthetic experiences through interactions with 
works of art, but it is unclear how we can be sure that the judgement of those 
with differing faculties to us is indeed right.196 It is unclear how we can iden-
tify those who can testify on the matter reliably. It is sometimes thought that 
aesthetic merit is correlated with a quality of feeling, and if so, and if we were 
to then take the critic’s advice and acquire this feeling, then we would be given 
some indication that such critic has expertise. Yet not only would it have to 
be the case that aesthetic merit correlates with such a feeling, it would also 
have to be the case that we have the potential to experience this feeling, that 
this feeling is reliably prompted by the valuable aesthetic qualities in the ob-
ject of appreciation itself, and that it would not occur if the object lacked the 
valuable aesthetic qualities. And we have no way of knowing if this feeling 
wouldn’t occur if the object of the aesthetic experience lacked the valuable 
aesthetic qualities, because what the valuable aesthetic qualities are is pre-
cisely what is in question.  

Hume’s reply to worries about the identification of experts is orthogonal to 
the above concern. Hume holds that the expertise of others can be measured 
by assessing whether their judgements track artworks which have passed the 
test of time. The idea here is that are certain works which have pleased and 
continue to please throughout the ages. Biases and obstructions to the adequate 
perception of aesthetic qualities alter over time, as such, works which have 
succeeded in pleasing across various epochs of time cannot be the result of 
mere fleeting contemporary biases and are instead genuinely indicative of aes-
thetic values. Upon this view, those who can reliably track the artworks which 
have passed (and will pass this) test of time must thereby be genuine experts.  

However, there are various problems with the above suggestion. First, it is 
unclear how long we must wait for this verdict, how do we know how when 
enough time has passed? Second, and more importantly, the suggestion ig-
nores the possibility of persistent, long-term biases. Indeed there is a danger 
that some works which have achieved ‘pleased and continue to please 
throughout the ages’ have done so for social and cultural reasons, or as a mere 
result of exposure.  

Hume has also been charged with circularity. He identifies the standard of 
taste – the distinction between good and bad art– in terms of what the true 
judges like, and he identifies true judges in terms of their ability to judge the 
good art. The problem, as captured by Levinson, is that ‘identifying true critics 

 
195 Levinson (2002).  
196Ibid., pp.229-230.  
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presupposes prior identification of what is truly beautiful’, and the identifica-
tion of the beautiful requires expertise.197  

The problems facing Hume concerning expert identification are not merely 
problems for Hume. They are in fact shared with any account of aesthetic ex-
pertise identification. According to Goldman, within non-aesthetic domains 
there are five standard ways of identifying expertise:  
 

1. Arguments presented by the putative experts supporting their own 
views against those of their rivals.  

2. Agreement by putative experts concerning the subject in question.  
3. Evidence of the putative experts’ interests and biases concerning the 

subject in question.  
4. Evidence of the putative experts’ past track-records.  
5. Appraisals of the putative experts by ‘meta-experts’’, such as journals 

and committees.198 
  

Notably we can see that these five methods of identifying experts were en-
dorsed by Hume, although the fourth and fifth, under this context may be the 
same thing. The problem for us is that we cannot easily apply these methods 
due to the difficulties we face in independently verifying evidence. The prob-
lems stem from the difficulties with (1). There is an absence of viable/useful 
inferential reasoning pertaining to aesthetic value which aesthetic judges can 
implement and be tested on, and this impacts the value of the remaining con-
siderations (2) – (5). Without independent grounding in logical argument these 
problems arise. A lot here hinges on the assumption that the first method is 
not available to us, so I’ll turn my attention to it in the next section.  

2.4 Inferentialism and Non-Inferentialism 
Discussions as to whether aesthetic judgements can be formed through means 
of inference can be traced back to Kant and feature among others in the work 

 
197 Levinson (2002), pp.229.  
Peter Kivy has sought to break this circle by assessing whether each of the five criteria that 
Hume lists for aesthetic expertise involves essential reference to good art. (Kivy (1967)) Kivy’s 
efforts may be successful against a different charge, namely that Hume has offered a circular 
definition. However the concern was not that Hume defines aesthetic experts in terms of good 
art but that the means by which he thinks one can identify experts rests on the assumption that 
one already knows what good art is. Even if Hume has correctly set out the criteria for a being 
true judge without essential reference to good art, relying instead on the use of appropriate 
faculties, guided by full and varied aesthetic experiences, unhindered by bias, it does not speak 
to how we can identify experts. There is a danger, that we end up just operating with bias in 
endorsing certain purported experts. 
198 Goldman (2001).  
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of Sibley, as well as more recently in the work of Fabian Dorsch and Dan 
Cavedon-Taylor respectively.199 There are two kinds of relations in play: an 
inferential relation between non-aesthetic and aesthetic qualities and an infer-
ential relation between substantive and verdictive aesthetic qualities. Further 
there are two kinds of inferential relations in play: deductive and inductive. 
One may endorse some kind of ‘inferentialism’ with regards to one kind of 
property relation with respect to one kind of inference, whilst endorsing some 
kind of ‘non-inferentialism’ for the other. 

2.4.1 Deductive Aesthetic Inferences  
In deductive inferences, the truth of the premises guarantees the truth of the 
conclusion. Most theorists are keen to reject the use of this kind of inference 
for the non-aesthetic-aesthetic quality relation. The key claim is that aesthetic 
qualities are not condition-governed in this manner. More specifically there 
are no necessary connections between a non-aesthetic quality and an aesthetic 
quality such that the presence of the latter can always be inferred from the 
presence of the former.200  

As Sibley observes there are no unified sets of conditions which we can 
apply to identify the presence of aesthetic features.201 Features which make an 
object, say, ‘delicate’ in one case may be entirely different to the features 
which make it delicate in another.202 Sibley highlights that ‘[O]ne poem has 
strength and energy because of a specific meter; another is monotonous and 
lacks drive [and strength because of this meter]’.203 Sibley highlights that there 
may be some non-aesthetic concepts, for example lazy and intelligent which 
also have no necessary and sufficient conditions. However, for those concepts 
there will often be a set of relevant features such that the presence of a certain 
number of them or combination will be sufficient for the application of the 
quality.204 However, he argues that aesthetic concepts are not condition-

 
199 Dorsch (2013); Cavedon-Taylor (2017); Sibley (2001a).  
200 Aesthetic judgements are also said to be formed in an immediate manner, where this is a 
kind of spontaneity comparable to that of sense perception. There are limitations to this com-
parison, and we should clarify that the ‘formation’ of immediate aesthetic judgements should 
not be interpreted as a claim which entails that judgements of aesthetic qualities have similar 
kinds of temporal immediacy as straightforward low-level perceptions. Aesthetic property ac-
quisition does not have the same degree of transparency as non-aesthetic perception, one might 
try in vain to see certain aesthetic properties but no amount of mere trying will guarantee the 
perception. Aesthetic ‘perception’ is therefore certainly not as temporally efficient as ordinary 
sense perception, it may take a little while ‘for the penny to drop’. The claim is rather that 
aesthetic qualities and straightforward low-level perception have similar kinds of justificatory 
immediacy.  
201 Sibley is often speaking about concepts (2001a; 2001b). What I would like to do here is 
apply his discussion strictly to an analysis of aesthetic qualities, as it is an analysis which has 
bearing and relevant comparisons to our discussion here.  
202 Sibley, (2001a), 4.  
203 Ibid.,p.7.  
204 Ibid., pp.7–9.  
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governed even in this way, ‘No description, however full […] puts it beyond 
question that something is graceful in the way a description may put it beyond 
question that someone is lazy or intelligent’.205 We can draw upon this analysis 
to indicate that deductive inferences such as those picked out by the first of 
Goldman’s methods cannot be found. 

It is worth mentioning that Sibley’s extended view is a little more compli-
cated. Whilst he argues that there are no general statements about the connec-
tion between aesthetic and non-aesthetic features that could logically ensure 
the truth of an aesthetic judgement, he also argues that there may be statements 
about non-aesthetic features that logically ensure the falsity of an aesthetic 
judgement.206 This is the idea that awareness of non-aesthetic features cannot 
enable one to determine logically which aesthetic features an object possesses, 
nevertheless it can enable one to determine using logic at least some features 
that the object does not possess. For example, he suggests that pale pastel col-
ours never warrant the ascription of being ‘garish’.207 Furthermore, he also 
considers it possible that we can form deductive inferences about substantive-
verdictive quality relations, substantive qualities, he claims, have a verdictive 
valance. The claim is that something that is, for example, ‘elegant’ is always 
aesthetically meritorious (to that degree). Whilst these two complications are 
important to for us to observe, they have little bearing on our ability to identify 
experts. There is some reason to think that the two points of clarification that 
Sibley makes are inaccurate, but even if accurate, they would not help with 
expertise identification. We can start to bring out the first of these points by 
appeal to Walton’s discussion of the ‘categories of art’.  

Walton invites us to imagine a culture of Guernica makers. These artists 
are all specialists in making works of a category which have features of the 
same shape, colour, and style of Picasso’s original painting. Picasso’s original 
painting is a cubist, surrealist piece composed of greys, blacks and whites, 
349cm x 776cm in dimension. The way artists in this society get to express 
their creativity is by experimenting with the variable of flatness. Their works 
have protruding figures, varied textures and so forth. Perceived under this cat-
egory, Walton argues, Picasso’s original painting would have the aesthetic 
properties of say, ‘serenity’ and even ‘dullness’, as opposed to the properties 
of ‘vivacity’ that our culture views it.208 Suppose in this society one rebel artist 
decided to make a Guernica with a colour paint, it is possible that here even 
certain pastel colours (mint green or pale orange, say) might seem gaudy in 

 
205 Ibid., p.7.  
206 Sibley (2001a); Sibley (2001b).  
207 Sibley (2001a), p.6.  
208 Walton’s (1970) account also makes the normative claim that for artworks, correct aesthetic 
propositions are determined by the correct identification of the work’s category, the aims of the 
work in relation to this category, and how successfully these aims are fulfilled. So understood, 
we can say that the kind of knowledge and skills that an expert is required to possess include 
knowledge of the intentions surrounding the artwork, the correct categorisation for viewing and 
an ability to apply this in order to assess the artwork’s success. 
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comparison to all the other Guernicas, which would be set in the original grey-
scale. We engage with aesthetic discourse in the context in which it is situated, 
and different descriptive properties take on different evaluative significance 
within that context.209 But even if it were true that the presence of certain non-
aesthetic qualities can enable one to logically determine which qualities the 
object does not possess – this would not help us much with expert identifica-
tion. This kind of quality relation would at best enable us to identify people 
who are able to identify certain very specific aesthetic properties in very spe-
cific cases. 

Related considerations can be applied to Sibley’s second qualification, the 
idea that we can form deductive inferences about substantive–verdictive prop-
erty relations, for example that ‘elegance’ is always aesthetically meritorious. 
Here again context matters. For example, my friends and I recently visited a 
ballet based on various works by Stravinsky. Whilst we know little about bal-
let, one of the pieces was performed with a flowing elegance and grace. We 
all came away feeling slightly disappointed by this, such qualities being a de-
fect. The music accompanying the dance was dissonant and jarring and we felt 
that these qualities should have been represented in the dance more strongly, 
perhaps through more jarring movements. Here elegance does not seem to be 
prima facie aesthetically meritorious. In facing these considerations, a few re-
sponses are available to the defender of Sibley. First, one might argue that we 
were simply judging the work incorrectly and that the elegance should have 
been perceived as an aesthetic merit. Second, one might object that the ele-
gance was still perceived as a merit to some small degree, but as a defect to a 
greater degree. Finally one might tailor the quality of elegance such that being 
jarring and discordant is consistent with and encompassed by elegance. There 
may be some merit to these responses. Nonetheless, even if Sibley is right to 
say that we can make deductive inferences about substantive-verdictive prop-
erty relations, this does not help us much in our identification of aesthetic ex-
perts. In order to be able to identify an expert in light of this second qualifica-
tion one would have to be able to first identify aesthetic properties and be 
confident in one’s aesthetic competence. Yet it is not clear how we can acquire 
this confidence, or how we can verify our aesthetic judgements.  

2.4.2 Inductive Aesthetic Inferences  
Let us turn our attention to inductive inferences. Such inferences are made 
whenever we notice that something has a certain qualities and over time fur-
ther observe that generally things with those qualities tend to have certain 
other specific qualities. There are two things to say here. First, any inductive 
inferences we can make on aesthetic matters do not seem to be reliable. 

 
209 I’ll leave it open as to who places it there and why it is so placed.  
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Second, they do not help us to identify experts. To bring this out let us consider 
an example from Dan Cavedon-Taylor:  
 

Ella is an accomplished cellist. She sits down before a score that indicates it is 
in a minor key and should be played at larghissimo tempo. She has not previ-
ously played the piece nor heard it performed. But she is very familiar with 
pieces that instantiate these non-aesthetic properties; indeed they are her fa-
vourite pieces to perform. She has always thought them to be sombre. Looking 
at the score and based on her past experience, Ella thinks to herself ‘another 
sombre piece’. Compare Ella with her friend Noah, who is learning to play the 
trumpet. All he can tell is that it is a piece for a brass quintet in a minor key to 
be played at allegretto tempo. Completely out of the blue, he thinks, ‘this piece 
is sombre’.210  

 

If we can make no inductive inferences about aesthetic qualities, then Ella and 
Noah’s judgements have the same epistemic status: both are epistemically 
worthless. But, as noted by Cavedon-Taylor, this conclusion clashes with our 
intuitions. We seem to make legitimate predictions about the presence of aes-
thetic qualities all the time; when deciding to what books to read, concerts to 
see, and so forth. We can find another good example in turning to the process 
of artistic creation. It seems very likely that artists often have some kind of 
inductive reasons for their creative choices. Cavedon-Taylor explains the un-
derlying thought clearly:  
 

They possess background beliefs about which techniques and media produce 
which aesthetic ends. Not all art-making is pure experiment. If it were, then 
artists could only guess at the aesthetic properties of the end results of their 
labour and would be in no better epistemic position to predict the aesthetic 
effects of their labour than non-artists.211  

 

It seems to be the case that we operate under the assumption that aesthetic 
practices can have reasoned support. Cavedon-Taylor admits, however, that 
his position ultimately only supports the presence of weak guidelines or rules-
of-thumb. In fact in assessing his account, we can see that any inferences 
formed may be very weak indeed. Let’s suppose that we can draw some rough 
aesthetic inferences through repeated exposure to specific artistic types or cat-
egories. Presumably these categories can be as narrow or as general as we like 
(ranging from, for example Italian Renaissance paintings to the general cate-
gory of oil canvases). Presumably the narrower the category, the more we de-
crease the opportunity for defeating variables. In order for these inferences to 
provide straightforward support for aesthetic property ascription, it would 
have to be the case that these inferential guidelines can be unambiguously 
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applied and identified, and that they do not possess counter-examples more 
than 50% of the time. Otherwise a successful appeal to such inferences would 
be no more than a matter of luck. Sibley denies that a situation like this is 
possible. He holds that an appeal to inductive generalisations could never go 
ahead due to the diversity, complexity and innovativeness of aesthetic crea-
tion. In his words, ‘If one lacked aesthetic sensitivity and wanted to form some 
rules and generalisations, by intelligent guessing one might say the right 
things, but might as easily have been wrong as right’.212  

However, the real issue here is not simply that our appeal to a certain infer-
ence might produce a correct belief no more than 50% of the time, but rather 
that we do not ordinarily have a reliable means of assessing whether or not it 
does. We often do not know how limited our evidence is, nor know how to 
assess just how limited our evidence is. We do not know how accurate any 
inferential appeal may have. Our evidence is always limited and constrained. 
Often it is simply limited by the narrow range of aesthetic experiences that we 
have been exposed to. 

Even if general patterns can be tracked, relying on inductive reasoning, in 
any situation, will be always risky due to the unlimited variety of ways in 
which different properties within each artwork interact with each other. Such 
inferential reasoning could be helpful if certain kinds of properties commonly 
co-occur and their co-occurrence is not easily affected by external factors. But 
we do not know just how commonly these properties co-occur and just how 
reliable these inferences are. Accordingly any such appeal to inferential rea-
soning cannot get us very far with expertise identification.  

 

2.4.3 Repercussions on our Aesthetic Practice 
There is one final case to be made in favour of appeals to aesthetic inferences 
that deserves attention. As Sibley notes, we often assume that aesthetic criti-
cism, evaluations and dialogue rightly involves identifying certain non-aes-
thetic features and linking them to aesthetic ones. We say things like ‘these 
colours achieve a certain dynamism’. We even engage in a form of counter-
factual reasoning, positing that if the line had been placed slightly more to the 
left, the work would been more harmonious.213 And it at least appears that 
when we do these things we are supporting our aesthetic judgments through 
appeal to their non-aesthetic realisations.  

Sibley proposes that we refine the critical practice. Aesthetic criticism, Si-
bley argues, is one of providing ‘explanatory reasons’ rather than ‘epistemic 
reasons’.214 Epistemic reasons, he argues, provide justification for forming a 

 
212 Sibley, (2001a), p.9.  
213 Ibid., p. 3 
214 Ibid., p.12; Sibely (2001b), p.38.  
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judgement whilst, explanatory reasons just point to features that are responsi-
ble for realising another feature and are merely there to guide our perception. 
The idea is that one does not use explanatory reasons to support the judgement, 
to rationalise responses, or assert general truths, but rather to highlight features 
which might in turn bring about the correct judgement for oneself.215 Aesthetic 
criticism does not aim to persuade the interlocutor to accept a belief, but rather 
the aim is experiential or perceptual, to get them to see the object in a certain 
way. In Sibley’s words, ‘His aim was to bring his receiver to agree with him 
because they perceived for themselves what he perceived’.216 The aim is to 
encourage the receiver of testimony to experience the matter for themselves. 

So, on this account, the reasons provided in critical practice neither justify 
nor rationalise a judgement, but provide a descriptive direction for perceiving 
or acquiring access to the qualities ascribed by the judgement:  

 
I may need to draw attention to this and that, suggest he look at the figure thus 
and so. May have to give instructions, tell him to stand further off, and to con-
centrate on certain features to try to take in the whole at once; I may compare 
it with other works, describe it in metaphors, and so indefinitely. If he then 
finds himself agreeing with me, I have vindicated my claim in the best possible 
way, by getting him to see for himself.217 

 

Through a mixture of gestures, metaphor, making contrasts as well as verdic-
tive and substantive judgements, our perception is guided by the critic.218 The 
expert’s critical discussion prompts one to conduct a form of perceptual re-
configuring by guiding one’s attention.219 The assumption is not that by lis-
tening to others a new perception will follow, nevertheless having others talk 
to one about which parts of the picture to attend to can help generate the per-
ception, it can trigger it.  

Most significantly, for Sibley, what is offered by the expert is a ‘perceptual 
proof’ which can serve as evidence of the truth of a testifier’s statement.220 
What we can see here is that evidence of aesthetic expertise can accordingly 
be found if we come to perceive the qualities that the expert describes for 
ourselves. Such an account is why it is fair to say that evidence to be found on 
the matter. The person offering ‘perceptual proof’ can offer reasons for their 
judgement, they can see what we can see faster than we can, they can 

 
215 Sibley, (2001b). This distinction is rightly contentious.  
216 Ibid., p.40.  
217 Ibid., p.39.  
218 The idea is that we may simply mention or point out non-aesthetic features ‘notice those 
flecks of colour there’. By merely drawing attention to those easily discernible features which 
make the painting luminous, warm or dynamic, we often succeed in bringing someone to see 
these aesthetic qualities. 
219 A useful comparison here is that of Wittgenstein’s discussion of aspect perception, such that 
captured by the duck-rabbit. Wittgenstein (2009), §§111, 113; p. 193. 
220 Sibley (2001b), p.39.  
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understand the judgement enough to guide our attention. This may be some-
what indicative of the truth of their expertise, and given the above definition 
it is reasonable to say that some evidence to be found on the matter. Never-
theless what we can also see, is that ultimately any evidence acquired here, it 
is not particularly good evidence. Ultimately this so called ‘perceptual proof’ 
concedes to the same kind of hurdles that we have seen above: we cannot 
verify the results indicated by it without appealing to our own standards. Sup-
pose that we fail to see what the other person sees, is this evidence of their in-
expertise or evidence of ours? If we succeed in seeing what they see, is this 
really evidence of their expertise, or merely evidence of our shared sensibili-
ties? If we do have evidence here, observe that we still have no independent 
way of determining its reliability, it is accordingly of a fairly problematic na-
ture. As we have seen, unlike our ability to assess the expertise of car-mechan-
ics, aeronautical engineers and particle physicists, it lacks independent adju-
dication. I shall turn to address the significance of the above analysis in the 
next section.  

2.5 Consequences 
We do not seem to engage with evidence in the way that either the non-reduc-
tionist or the reductionist would require us to in order for our beliefs to be 
justified. Both of these accounts require that we are responsive evidence and 
also that we know how to be responsive to the available evidence, including 
knowing how to reliably recognise sufficient evidence and the presence of 
defeaters. There are two ways of looking at this with respect to the justificatory 
status of aesthetic testimony. If either reductionism or non-reductionism are 
right, then an appeal to aesthetic testimony will not confer epistemic justifica-
tion to our aesthetic judgements. If on the other hand an appeal to aesthetic 
testimony does provide epistemic justification, then neither of these accounts 
succeeds in explaining why, and we shall have to look for an alternative ac-
count epistemic justification.  

That aside, the fact that neither of the standard approaches to aesthetic jus-
tification operate successfully within the aesthetic domain does not merely 
have implications for claims about testimonial justification but also claims 
about aesthetic belief formation generally. It is clear that where we do form 
beliefs in light of aesthetic testimony, we do not often do so on the basis of 
evidence alone. For us to listen to another person testify on matters concerning 
aesthetic judgements and for us to form the belief that what they say is true 
requires a readiness to go beyond that which evidence can ever verify. Indeed 
what we can ascertain from the above discussion is the fact that if we are to 
form aesthetic beliefs in such circumstances, the impetus for it cannot derive 
from evidence alone. In which case a new important question is raised. How 
do we form aesthetic beliefs, if not on the basis of evidence? Chapter Three 
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sets out to resolve this question through a consideration of some non-eviden-
tial approaches to belief formation, in particular Chapter Three shall introduce 
the nature of trust. However, before proceeding, I first want to start with some 
clarifications and reflections which will help introduce the concept of trust and 
its significance.  

2.5.1 Consequences for Expert Identification  
 I want to begin this section by clarifying that the problems of expert identifi-
cation are equally shared among experts and non-experts alike. In order to 
recognise aesthetic expertise appropriately, we must have the ability to iden-
tify aesthetic expertise in others and also possess sufficient evidence that our 
capacity to do so is reliable. The trouble is that any evidence of this kind can-
not be independently verified. What I mean that is that we can only verify our 
aesthetic capacities by comparing our judgements with those of others, and 
we can only assess the judgements of others using the standards that we apply 
ourselves.   

I should clarify further that many theorists make a slightly different claim 
to the one above. They argue that in order to recognise aesthetic expertise ap-
propriately we must have sufficient ability to form appropriate aesthetic judge-
ments. In particular we must have some aesthetic expertise ourselves in order 
to appropriately recognise the markers of aesthetic expertise in others. This 
gives rise to what has been labelled the ‘credentials problem’. The idea is that 
‘non-experts are disadvantaged in identifying who is a bona fide […] expert 
by their own lack of expertise’.221 This in turn has occasionally given rise to a 
stronger claim, which Nguyen calls the ‘strong credentials problem’. It holds 
that since non-experts within the relevant contexts are disadvantaged in iden-
tifying who is a bona fide expert by their own lack of expertise, and ‘since 
only a non-expert needs […] advice, there is no situation in which an advice-
seeker could properly identify a good source of such advice. Therefore, there 
is no usable […] advice [within such contexts]’.222 The contexts in question 
being domains in which the standard resources for identifying expertise are 
unavailable.  

Nguyen’s discussion is misguided on multiple counts. First and most im-
portantly: markers of expertise are elusive to non-experts and experts alike. It 
is not clear that in order to recognise aesthetic expertise we need to have aes-
thetic expertise; all that is clear is that we would need the capacity to identify 
it. It is tempting to think that if we did have expertise we could simply recog-
nise other experts, because their judgements would conform to our own. The 
problem is that it is not clear how we are to know that we have expertise. 
Given the unavailability of an appeal to inference, and the subsequent risks 

 
221 Cholbi (2007), p.324.  
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arising with the absence of independently verifiable evidence, expertise is dif-
ficult to verify, no matter what your credentials.223  

Second, it is important to recognise that the fact that we cannot identify 
markers of aesthetic expertise in a manner that is independently verifiable 
does not necessarily render the word of others unusable. I shall develop this 
point in Chapter Five.  

2.5.2 Echo Chambers 
I will conclude this chapter with some reflections on the nature of the problem 
of identifying aesthetic experts. Some theorists have likened the absence of a 
source of independent verification of expertise to an echo chamber.224 Their 
idea is that the only available gauge for determining who has good sensibilities 
or reliable aesthetic faculties are our own sensibilities or faculties. Nguyen, 
for example, argues that ‘[o]ur ability to evaluate experts [in domains such as 
aesthetics] depends on our own abilities in that domain’.225 Whom we turn to 
for information or advice ‘will be a reflection of and an extension of our own 
abilities’.226 Interestingly, he argues that this is necessarily so. These echo 
chambers ‘turn out to be a basic feature of human cognitive life– an outgrowth 
of our epistemic limitation and vulnerability, combined with the cognitively 
isolated nature of certain domains’.227 He acknowledges that the echo cham-
bers might sometimes lead us towards the acquisition of further truths, but 
they can, of course, lead in the opposite direction, ‘If my relevant faculties 
have some grasp of the truth, then I can use them to identify and assess other 
experts and use those experts to help refine my grasp of the truth. But if my 
faculties are completely off-track, then using them to evaluate other experts 
will simply lead me further astray’.228 The problem, according Nguyen, is that 
we cannot verify which track we are on.  

Nguyen is right in some respects and wrong in others. It is true that given 
the absence of independent verification we cannot be certain which track we 
are on. Nevertheless, this particular problem is not necessarily related specif-
ically to the phenomenon he describes as an ‘echo chamber’. We need to be 
careful here. Nguyen’s claim appears to be that we necessarily (in some sense) 
end up endorsing those purported experts who have the facilities or sensibili-
ties that we also have. We endorse those who like what we like, or disregard 
that which we disregard. This may happen, but not necessarily. We should 
allow for a division between what we aesthetically like and our aesthetic 

 
223 Also most accounts of expertise that we have examined leave room for an expert to continue 
to learn about the subject matter in question from someone who is not an expert in it.  
224 In particular see Nguyen (2020).  
225 Nguyen (2020), p.2809.  
226 Ibid., p.2809.  
227 Ibid., p.2805 
228 Ibid., p.2817.  
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standards (what we believe that we should like and others should like). Indeed, 
it may be the case that we often endorse an expert because we think we should 
like what they like, even if we do not in fact like it. It is possible that our 
standards are shaped largely by things other than our sensibilities. They may 
be a reflection of what we have been exposed to from others, and this is in turn 
may be a reflection what those others have been exposed to from other people. 
If this is the case, we should be just as sensitive to the risk of a vicious regress 
as we are to echo chambers.  

The picture Nguyen paints represents aesthetic beliefs as necessarily caught 
in a pernicious trap, and we have no way of safeguarding ourselves from it.229 
Aesthetic beliefs may indeed caught in a pernicious trap. But it is not neces-
sarily the one he has described.  

Nguyen frames his discussion against Bert Baumgaertner’s suggestion that 
we try to escape from potential echo chambers by opening ourselves up to the 
testimony of everybody. According to this suggestion we should abandon our 
current methods of filtering our testimonial sources, adopt total impartiality, 
and thus open ourselves to the influence of all agents. The language used in 
this context is often of a certain kind of trust – one which doesn’t operate on 
the basis of evidence.  

Nguyen argues that this form of trust, if directed towards everyone indis-
criminately, is neither possible nor ideal. With regards to its not being (epis-
temically) ideal, Nguyen observes how epistemically risky being universally 
trusting is (naturally it will not always promote truth). He also suggests that 
this form of universal trust in testimony amounts to a form of ‘epistemic ego-
lessness’ – by which I assume means a loss of autonomy – with respect to 
one’s beliefs, which ‘seems a terribly heavy price to pay’.230 And with respect 
to the impossibility of universal testimonial trust, Nguyen observes that ‘it 
isn’t clear that we would ever be capable of sufficiently distancing ourselves 
from our own cognitive abilities to actually do so’.231 Such that we are, for the 
moment, stuck with ‘a sadder conclusion’ that the echo chambers in aesthetics 
are ‘inevitable and inescapable’.232 Nguyen’s claims seem fairly intuitive, but 
they do not stand up to scrutiny. In subsequent chapters I shall investigate this 
form of trust further.  

It looks like we have ended up with a kind of impasse, yet many theorists, 
as indicated by the Common Commitments want to take the idea that aesthetic 
testimony has plausible epistemic status seriously. I will develop an argument 
which holds that if considered carefully we can use trust to explain why aes-
thetic testimony gains a qualified but important epistemic status. Trust might 

 
229 Unless aesthetic truth is relativised.  
230 Nguyen (2020), 2820.  
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not enable epistemic justification, but it can confer other important epistemic 
benefits.  

In response to Nguyen’s concerns, I should note first that whilst trust is 
epistemically risky there is much more to the matter of its epistemic status 
than he has captured here.233 This we shall see in Chapter Five. Second, it is 
not clear that autonomy has really been lost here. This we shall say more about 
this in Chapter Six. Finally, whilst it is true that we cannot choose to abandon 
our trust in our own abilities in favour of opening ourselves up to trusting 
everybody, there are good reasons, as we shall see in Chapter Three, to think 
that this is because we cannot choose whom we trust at all. If we already had 
other-regarding tendencies it would be perfectly possible for us to trust others 
above ourselves.  

Note further that trusting everyone indiscriminately is not the only means 
of having form of trust towards others in the absence of evidence for it. We 
are not torn between the epistemically problematic option of trusting abso-
lutely everyone we meet and the epistemically problematic option of trusting 
only those who conform to our pre-established conception of the truth. It is 
plausible that we can be somewhat selective in our non-evidentially derived 
trust, even if the selection is not derived from evidence nor our aesthetic sen-
sibilities. It is not true that ‘our ability to evaluate experts [in domains such as 
aesthetics] depends on our own abilities in that domain’. Rather, it depends on 
our standards instead. And it does not follow that the testifiers we trust always 
‘will be a reflection of and an extension of our own abilities’; often our trust 
is generated by other factors. There are many reasons why we might have trust 
in someone (the draw of friendship, the fostering of a community, for exam-
ple). This is something I shall say much more about in Chapters Three and 
Four. What we can start to show here is that there is another option which can 
and should be investigated further. Interestingly some argue that the form of 
non-evidential trust which is emerging here represents an alternative to reduc-
tionism and non-reductionism in which deferential appeals to testimony ac-
quire justification. For reasons which we shall consider in Chapter Five, I am 
not convinced. For all of these reasons it is important that we turn now to 
investigate what non-evidential trust is and what it entails. This is what we 
shall now turn to in Chapters Three to Six.  
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3 Chapter Three: The Nature of Trust 

This chapter offers an introduction to non-evidential approaches to aesthetic 
testimony with a particular focus on non-evidential trust. I discussed the im-
portance of trust in Chapter Two. In later chapters, I shall discuss how we can 
and why we have reason to hold certain beliefs in the light of our non-eviden-
tial trust and shall explore the commitments that we must accept, and the con-
ditions that must be met, in order for us to form a belief mediated by non-
evidential trust. I shall introduce issues concerning the assessment of whether 
beliefs formed in this way are rational and knowledge generating. I shall also 
address issues pertaining to where the value of non-evidential trust in testi-
mony lies. But before we can assess such issues, we need to have a clearer 
understanding of the nature of non-evidential trust; this chapter starts the in-
vestigations.  

This chapter has four sections. The first will consider some basic, common 
assumptions about the nature of trust. The second section will consider what 
an account of trust should explain. The third will consider what the character-
istics of trust are given that it should offer such explanations. I shall outline a 
model which can not only accommodate all the requisite characteristics, but 
can avoid further problems. The fourth section briefly introduces some 
thoughts as to how this form of trust applies to cases in aesthetics. 

3.1 The Basics of Trust 
 We all make frequent reference to ‘trust’ in everyday speech. On that basis it 
might be tempting to think that the concept of trust is fairly easy to pinpoint. 
Yet the way in which we use the term in everyday speech, and to whom our 
trust is directed, varies significantly. The variety of uses of ‘trust’ correlates 
with a widespread philosophical disagreement as to what genuine trust is ex-
actly, if there is such a thing, what its functions are, how it arises, and why it 
is valued.234  

There is disagreement at a fundamental level as to whether trust is an atti-
tude or instead an action-like process.235 When there is agreement that 

 
234 See Lahno (2020) for helpful discussion. Consider Faulkner (2011); Jones (1996; 2012); 
Hardin (2002); Holton (1994) for a few examples of the variety of disagreement.  
235  In particular consider Faulkner (2015; 2014; 2007a; 2007b); Holton (1994); Pettit (1995). 
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attitudes are involved, there is disagreement as to which attitudes are involved. 
There is also disagreement as to what kind of attitudes are involved and at 
what stage they arise.236 There is related disagreement as to whether trust is 
voluntary or non-voluntary.237 There is disagreement as to whom trust can be 
applied to.238 And, there is disagreement as to the relation in which it applies.239  

With bearing on these last two points of disagreement, observe, for exam-
ple, that we sometimes use the term ‘trust’ in a manner that is directed towards 
those close to us. Other times it is directed towards inanimate entities (e.g. an 
alarm clock to wake you up), collective entities (e.g. a government to preserve 
democracy). We can even direct it towards ourselves (e.g. to exercise regu-
larly). Sometimes trust is described as a two-place relation; we might talk 
about how we just ‘trust’ some things simpliciter, (A trusts B). Other times 
trust is described as a three-place relation, (A trusts B to j).  

In what follows, I shall focus on a specific kind of trust, a particular non-
evidential kind of trust, and whilst ‘trust’ in everyday language may well be 
an umbrella term that can pick out a variety of things, the concept that I am 
particularly interested in picking out is a non-voluntary, partly-affective, in-
terpersonal response. It may also be possible to have non-evidential trust to-
wards oneself. However I shall be focusing on other-regarding cases.240 I shall 
be working with trust as a three-place relation because I am interested in trust 
as applied to particular instances: A’s trust that testifier B will testify that j 
sincerely and competently. The usefulness of focusing on trust as a three-place 
relation is manifest in our daily lives all the time. I might, for example, trust 
my closest friends to keep private all sorts of personal information about me, 
but I do not trust all of them to turn up for a catch-up at the coffee house on 
time. Nevertheless the distinction between three-place and two-place trust is 
not always as great as the literature on it tends to portray it as being.241 Indeed, 
often we trust that someone will do particular things because we have a 
broader disposition to think positively about their character, or even a broader 
disposition to think positively about them in general, both of which are forms 
of two-place trust.  

It is easy to point to the areas of disagreement about the nature of trust in 
the literature. But it is important that we do not overlook the fact that there are 
some common trends. One of the trends in the literature is that trust necessarily 
arises in circumstances involving some kind of vulnerability.242 We can put 
this in terms of ‘interest’ and ‘dependence’.243 ‘Interest’ here reflects the idea 

 
236 In particular see Keren (2020); Lahno (2020); Faulkner (2015; 2014; 2007a; 2007b; 2020); 
Hawley (2014b).   
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240 See Govier (1993) for more.   
241 See Domeniccuci and Holton (2017) for interesting work on this.  
242 See, for example, Hawley (2014b); Holton (1994); Faulkner (2007a).  
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that truster A at the very least holds that if action is performed this will be a 
positive thing. ‘Dependence’ reflects the idea that for the action to be per-
formed A needs trusted person (or object) B to do it.244 Katherine Hawley has 
challenged the idea that trust necessarily brings with it this kind of depend-
ence. She argues that you might trust a friend to bring enough food for a picnic 
but still bring some food to the picnic anyway.245 This, however, is simply not 
trust as I, or most others, use the term. Trust, as it is understood here, neces-
sarily involves dependence on the trusted object. As Domenicucci and Holton 
put the point, it ‘… centrally involves a preparedness to grant a certain power 
or control’.246  

One other broad trend in the literature sees trust as something which results 
in the formation of a belief. 247 In cases of trust in testimony, for example, 
when B tells A that p, many philosophers agree that when A trusts B with 
respect to the subject to which p belongs (i.e. when A trusts that B will com-
petently and sincerely communicate p), A will come to believe that p. How-
ever, there is some disagreement as to whether the relevant belief will neces-
sarily arise, or if A is simply disposed to forming such a belief. There is also 
widespread disagreement as to whether by trusting B, A must (at least in part) 
believe that ‘B will j’ or that ‘B is trustworthy with regards to j’, such that 
these other beliefs are an essential component part of trust.248 Some theorists 
claim that trust is just a belief, the belief in question being that B will j.249 
Nevertheless the more common view is that trust is not (just) a belief, but it is 
rather something which involves and/or produces them.250 The terminology of 
‘expectation’ is often used in all the above contexts, more specifically an ex-
pectation held by A, that B will j.251 On some accounts, this expectation is 
trust, on other accounts, trust just involves it. Similarly on some accounts the 
expectation is understood solely in cognitive terms, while on other accounts 
the expectation is understood as being, at least partly, affective. I shall argue 
that interest and dependence occur with trust and do so necessarily. I shall also 
accept that trust involves expectations and it is broadly something via which 
beliefs are formed.  

Trust can arise in two different ways. One way is for the trust to be suffi-
ciently motivated or supported by the evidence – this is what I shall call ‘Ev-
idential Trust’.252 The other way is for the trust to come about without suffi-
cient evidential support. It is either not sufficiently based on evidence or not 

 
244 See Wallbank and Reisner (2020).  
245 Hawley (2017b), §3.  
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based on evidence at all. This is what I shall call ‘Non-Evidential Trust’.253 It 
is true that certain theorists talk about trust solely in terms of evidence. Hardin, 
for example, describes trust in terms of a doxastic attitude operating on the 
basis of evidence that the person with whom one is interacting has recognised 
that it is in their best interest to act in the manner that one expects them to.254 
Nevertheless there is a prominent strand of thought which holds that there are 
certain kinds of trust that apply in contexts in which evidence lacks the status 
it has in most other contexts. Given that aesthetics (as we saw in Chapter Two) 
is a domain in which we lack a standard kind of evidential basis, it is the latter 
kinds of non-evidential trust that I am primarily interested in here. Hereafter 
if I use the term ‘trust’ it will be with reference to non-evidential trust. 

There may be various kinds of non-evidentially based relations with others. 
There may even be several different kinds of non-evidential relations with 
others that deserve the label ‘non-evidential trust’. But forms of non-evidential 
trust which have a fundamentally affective element are particularly interest-
ing. They capture all of the crucial elements of non-evidential trust particularly 
well, and I think they bring out something particularly important.  

3.2 The Key Features that need to be explained.  
Consider my attitudes towards my bottle of hand sanitiser. I take it that having 
good hygiene while out and about is a positive thing (I am interested). I take 
it that for me to have good hand hygiene whilst out and about, I need access 
to something which will clean my hands (I am dependent). And I expect that 
this particular bottle of hand-sanitiser will facilitate my having good hand hy-
giene. In this case the most obvious reason why I have this expectation is that 
I possess some evidence on the relevant matters. Indeed I may come to trust 
the product based on the results of numerous rounds of testing, verified by a 
thriving industry. Such would be a case of evidential trust.  

Evidential trust is a kind of trust which arises necessarily and sufficiently 
as a result of consulting and relying upon the evidence. Here evidence plays a 
standard motivational role. Within the context of testimony, A’s trust that B 
will communicate c within domain d truthfully is based on epistemic reason-
ing composed largely of past experience and inductive inference.255 A need 
not approach B in consideration of B’s interests, nor need she expect that B 
will show comparable consideration or respect for her. Indeed, this kind of 
trust can be un-controversially given to inanimate entities, as well as people. 

 
253 See Wallbank and Reisner (2020). 
254 Hardin (2002).  
255 See also Faulkner’s portrayal of ‘predictive trust’ (2007a). See Wallbank and Reisner (2020) 
for discussion.  
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256 It arises out of a simple process of risk-assessment, and it operates when 
the evidence of another’s trustworthiness is sufficiently strong.257  

Non-Evidential trust is importantly different in nature, and substantially 
broader in scope.258 I shall start by first outlining three key features of non-
evidential trust which are generally accepted in the literature. The first key 
feature is that evidence does not play the same kind of motivational of role 
that it does in many similar contexts. It operates largely independently of the 
evidence, and can function without regard for all but very strong contrary ev-
idence.259 This is a kind of trust which Paul Faulkner describes as occurring 
with ‘insensitivity to the evidence’ and as operating with a ‘certain immunity 
to doubt’.260 Karen Jones similarly describes it in terms of ‘blinkered vi-
sion’.261  

Understood thus, the first key feature is perhaps the most central compo-
nent of non-evidential trust. That said, I should like to note that we need to be 
careful as to how we describe this feature. Before I introduce the other two 
key features, I want to say a little more about what it means to say that evi-
dence does not have the same motivational role that it does in many similar 
contexts.  

Many theorists of trust describe this first feature in terms of an active re-
fusal to engage with or consult evidence.262 Indeed they hold that when non-
evidentially trusting ‘one forgoes searching (at the time) for ways to reduce 
such vulnerability’.263 As observed by Karen Frost-Arnold, on this analysis, 
non-evidential trust is standardly understood necessarily to involve ‘refraining 
from checking up on the trustee’. 264 To the degree one is searching for 

 
256 The general assumption is that evidential trust can be applied to inanimate objects whereas 
non-evidential trust cannot. But for our purposes we are going to leave this as an open question 
– and shall return to this question in Chapter Four.  
257 There are two ways of understanding this. On the first approach, it is, in effect, a convoluted 
way of talking about the ordinary process of belief updating in light of evidence; on the second 
approach, it is a further attitude over and above just taking it that there is evidence for the 
proposition testified to. And this further assumption would need to be held by anyone who 
wants evidential trust to have a distinctive epistemic role to play. See Wallbank and Reisner 
(2020).  
258 Non-evidential trust reflects what many theorists straightforwardly understand as ‘trust’, or 
‘genuine trust’.I do not think there are any borderline cases. One’s trust is either solely moti-
vated by the evidence (in which case it is evidential trust) or it is not solely motivated by the 
evidence (in which case it is a case of non-evidential trust).  
259 Faulkner (2007), p.886; for discussion see Reisner and Wallbank (2020). Elements of non-
evidential trust may seem broadly compatible with the commitments of non-reductionism, but 
the attitude of trust in question is importantly distinguished from this non-reductive framework 
in several accounts. They are, for example, distinguished by non-evidential trust’s emphasis on 
interpersonal interaction, and the fact that searching for such evidence is regarded to be consti-
tutively a hindrance to forming and holding it. 
260 Faulkner (2007), p.876; Faulkner (2020), p.334.  
261 Jones (1996), p.12. For discussion also see Keren (2020), p.115.  
262 Jones (2004); Hawley (2014b);Frost-Arnold (2020), p.67; Baier (1994), among others.  
263 Jones (2004), p.8.  
264 See also Hawley (2014b), p.8; Frost-Arnold (2020), p.67. 
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evidence, one is not non-evidentially trusting. This commitment often encom-
passes both claims about trust formation and trust maintenance. Observe that 
it seems plausible to say that one cannot form non-evidential trust about the 
new dog-sitter, if before hiring them, one has researched their credentials and 
afterwards uses a nanny-camera to observe their behaviour.265 Similarly, reli-
ance on and efforts to acquire evidence seems to erase any pre-existing non-
evidential trust.  

I think this is largely right. We nonetheless need to be careful here. In some 
instances, consulting the evidence is perfectly consistent with forming and 
maintaining non-evidential trust. It is not necessarily an act of searching for 
evidence that is incompatible with non-evidential trust. Rather, it is relying on 
evidence and being sufficiently motivated by it which is incompatible.  

An appeal to Sarah Stroud and Simon Keller’s respective discussions of 
friendship best brings this out with respect to trust-maintenance.266 Stroud and 
Keller both observe how our engagements with others often evokes attitudes 
of partiality in us. This partiality prompts us to respond to evidence in a man-
ner which an impartial person would not.267 Both authors are specifically con-
cerned with partiality towards our friends. There are various important ele-
ments and nuances to their discussion which I shall set aside until Chapter 
Five. At present I simply want to bring out their presentation of this kind of 
partiality. For whilst their discussion does not refer to trust directly, it has im-
portant implications for our discussion of trust. Indeed, I think the pictures 
that they draw serve as good examples of non-evidential trust, and they can 
help us clarify non-evidential trust’s relationship to evidence. Consider the 
following example:  

 
Designer Sunglasses. Suppose you have a friend who has been accused of 
shoplifting designer sunglasses. You are then faced with the fact that he has 
been arrested, the fact that the stolen items were found in his possession by 
two security guards, the fact that he is always talking about sunglasses, and the 
fact that a conspiracy to frame him by two guards would be extraordinary (let’s 
suppose). And you may then weigh these considerations against the reasons 
you have to believe that shoplifting is outside of your friend’s character. It is 
plausible that you might still trust that he did not steal the sunglasses, despite 
the mounting evidence against him.  

 

Stroud and Keller both observe that whilst we may have a vast amount of 
evidence about our friends’ good character and positive personal qualities, it 
is important to observe that there are some situations in we are additionally 
presented with substantial counter-evidence, and we would not respond to this 

 
265 See Frost-Arnold (2020), p.67; Wallbank and Reisner (2020); Wanderer and Townsend 
(2013).  
266 Stroud (2006); Keller (2004).  
267 Ibid.  
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counter-evidence in the same manner as an impartial observer.268 In the case 
of the designer sunglasses, if an impartial person were to possess all the evi-
dence that you possess, they would not be justified in coming to believe that 
your friend is innocent.269 Most interestingly, Stroud and Keller both say that 
we would not necessarily ignore all negative information about our friend; we 
may well take it into account. But when we do take evidence into account in 
a situation like the designer sunglasses example, we would re-interpret it, ma-
nipulate it, or frame it in new light.270 We interact with evidence in a manner 
that an impartial person would not.  

This analysis seems right to me, and it reflects the first key feature of non-
evidential trust maintenance. It is true that the first key feature can reflect cir-
cumstances in which we refrain from searching for evidence – in the manner 
similar to the case of the dog-sitter. But it is also true that in some circum-
stances, we may still engage with evidence and search for it whilst maintaining 
non-evidential trust. Indeed, engaging with and searching for evidence will 
not necessarily undermine the preservation of non-evidential trust. But if we 
do search for and engage with evidence, to the degree that we maintain our 
non-evidential trust, we will not be giving such evidence the attention and 
interpretation that an impartial person would. We would simply be searching 
for new evidence to support our preferred narrative.  

I think something similar should be said about trust-formation. Again in 
this context, it is not necessarily the searching for evidence that is incompati-
ble with non-evidential trust, it is the relying upon such evidence and being 
sufficiently motivated by it that is incompatible. In this context it is pertinent 
to note again that all non-evidential trust requires is that evidence does not 
play the same kind motivational of role that it does in most ordinary contexts; 
the non-evidential truster does not behave in the manner of an impartial per-
son. To bring this out, what I have in mind are cases in which we are willing 
to search for evidence, but fail to find it, or fail to understand how to analyse 
it. Note that in such a situation an impartial person would simply suspend 
judgement. But the non-evidential truster would not suspend judgement, they 
would non-evidentially trust, or would in any case non-evidentially trust de-
spite what evidence they discovered. I think despite the willingness to consult 
evidence here, this is a case of non-evidential trust since here, trust ultimately 
operates independently of any evidence to support it, and evidence cannot play 
any sufficient motivational role in having it. Given my analysis of the aesthetic 
domain in Chapter Two, cases like this should be expected to arise frequently 
in aesthetic contexts. 

Sometimes non-evidential trust operates in the absence of any clear evi-
dence. Sometimes it operates with some evidence against what one is 

 
268 Ibid., Consider, for example Stroud’s case of partiality to friend Sam (2006, p.504).   
269 We shall return to this in Chapter Five.  
270 See, for example, Stroud (2006), p506.  



 98 

expecting, or trusting to, happen. Sometimes trust may even operate in agree-
ment with some evidence, so long as this evidence is not sufficiently motiva-
tional. Admittedly, the former two kinds of non-evidential trust may in fact 
become much more closely related if the total absence of first-order evidence, 
or uncertainty as to how to evaluate first-order evidence serves as a higher-
order defeater. That said, it is important to treat them as separate here to create 
the space to acknowledge that in some cases of trust, the first-order evidence 
might point (to some non-obligating) degree against trusting as well. 

The second key feature of non-evidential trust which is widely accepted in 
the literature is that it operates with normative salience. Truster A believes 
that (trusted person) B should j. Moreover, it does so, at least partly, because 
A believes that j is the right thing for B to do, and that A trusts that B will do 
it. It is this normative component which determines the predictive expecta-
tion.271 

The third key feature which theorists usually recognise is trust’s relation to 
distrust. As Jones notes, ‘[A]n adequate account of trust should be able to ex-
plain’, among other things, the fact ‘that trust and distrust are contraries but 
not contradictories (the absence of trust is not to be equated with distrust)’.272 
Katherine Hawley makes the same point.273 I agree, and the significance of 
this will be clear in what follows.  

There are other features of non-evidential trust that various theorists have 
insisted upon. However, they are either controversial or problematic, so for 
the moment we shall stick to the above three key features. So far, in facing 
them, it remains unclear what this non-evidential trust is exactly. My task in 
this section has been to draw out the key features of non-evidential trust that 
require explanation. The task of the following sections is to consider the kinds 
of characteristics that trust must have in order offer the required explanations 
of these features.  

3.3 Affective Portrayals of Trust and the 
accommodation of our Three Key Features 

Karen Jones and Bernt Lahno defend an affective portrayal of non-evidential 
trust.274 They argue that the trust in question is an affectively biased ‘way of 
seeing a situation’.275 As such, it shapes and colours how we perceive the 
world and how we act in response to it. It filters information, focusing 

 
271 Note that evidential trust may involve a normative expectations as well – but unlike a case 
of non-evidential trust, within evidential trust the normative component is not a determining 
factor in which the trusting expectations arise, the evidential process of risk-assessment is. 
272  Jones (1996), p,15.   
273 Hawley (2012), §5.  
274 Jones (1996; 2012); Lahno (2020).   
275 Phrase used by Jones (1996), p.11 and endorsed by Lahno (2020), p.153.  
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attention and giving salience to certain things, while dismissing others.276 Im-
portantly, they argue that it is because we have this affective ‘way of seeing 
the other, with its constitutive patterns of attention and tendencies of interpre-
tation’ that we can explain ‘the willingness of trusters to let those trusted get 
dangerously near the things they care about’, whilst lacking sufficient evi-
dence for the wisdom of doing this.277 Characterizing non-evidential trust thus 
accommodates our first key feature.278 Trust, like many affective attitudes is 
responsive to evidence to the degree that when the evidence is overwhelm-
ingly against what the trust leads us to believe or expect, it will start to erode. 
Until that point the affective response can hold some sway and in turn guide 
our attitudes and actions.  

This affective portrayal of non-evidential trust can also accommodate the 
second key feature of non-evidential trust, namely the sense in which it has 
normative salience.279 Trust is a way of seeing a situation, but more specifi-
cally it is a way of positively evaluating others as having specific values, val-
ues similar to ours which we think will motivate a trusted person to do the 
thing in question.280 When A non-evidentially trusts that B will j, she holds 
that B should j, as well as believing that B also thinks she should j. The 
affective explanation of this normative expectation holds more specifically 
that when non-evidentially trusting, A feels positively towards B’s charac-
ter.281 A key aspect of the affective response is a feeling of respect and opti-
mism towards the character of the trusted person to the degree that we feel 
that we have at least one shared value which will dispose them to do the right 
thing.282  

Some theorists argue that the third key feature of non-evidential trust is 
more difficult to apply to an affective portrayal. The main line of resistance 
comes from Hawley, who has argued that any account of trust which places 
emphasis on A’s expectations of B’s character or motives generally (such as 
the affective account trust) cannot accommodate the idea that trust and distrust 
are contraries and not contradictories.283  

Recall that there are two ways of not trusting another person. One might 
simply lack trust. Alternatively, one might distrust. We can clarify here that 
distrust is typically understood to be normatively loaded. According to the 
affective account of non-evidential trust, to distrust someone is minimally to 
treat them as lacking the requisite character traits for being trustworthy. Haw-
ley holds that this account fails to distinguish between the two non-trusting 
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states (lacking trust and distrusting). To bring out why, she notes that we re-
gard many inanimate objects as lacking the requisite character traits, but we 
do not necessarily distrust them as such.284 This may be true, nevertheless the 
problem is easily resolved. We can simply clarify that cases of distrust, as 
opposed to basic non-trust, are not simply cases in which one regards the other 
(whether another person or an object) as lacking the requisite (character) traits. 
Cases of distrust are cases in which one more specifically regards the trusted 
as having agency such that their lack of the requisite character traits is re-
garded as a character defect.285 Indeed this makes sense of the above account 
of trust as something involving a feeling of respect and optimism towards an-
other’s character.286 Distrust can emerge here as an affective feeling to the 
contrary, a feeling of pessimism and disappointment in someone’s character.  

The affective portrayal of non-evidential trust has a further feature. It is not 
on the list of ‘key features’, as it is more controversial. It is namely that trust 
is non-voluntary. While controversial, I take it that this is important. Accord-
ing to the affective picture of non-evidential trust, trust is non-voluntary – by 
which I mean it is not a result of a conscious choice: ‘Trust makes the trusted 
person and a potential interaction with this person appear in a certain light. 
This happens to the trustor, it is not something he intentionally provokes’.287 I 
think that this has intuitive appeal. Consider the following example from 
Jones:  
 

Suppose that I have a friend who is particularly charming and particularly ir-
responsible. Time and time again she lets me down, and time and time again I 
forgive her and resume a relationship, promising myself that this time I will be 
more cautious, this time I will not count on her, this time I will remember to 
think of the ways in which I make myself vulnerable to her, and this time I will 
take measures to protect myself. I won't trust her again. For all my resolution, 
I might nonetheless find myself trusting her.288 

 

The affective portrayal of trust enables us to acknowledge the possibility that 
when non-evidentially trusting, there may be a small part of oneself that would 
like not to non-evidentially trust someone, whilst still non-evidentially trust-
ing them. The opposite might happen with distrust. Importantly, portraying 
trust as non-voluntary also helps to accommodate the idea that trust produces 
beliefs. I shall say much more about this in Chapter Five.  

 
284 Hawley (2014b), pp.4–6. We shall return to a discussion on the possibility of trust towards 
inanimate objects within Chapter Four.  
285 Hawley makes various other points on this matter, nevertheless these points are addressed 
primarily at a misinterpretation of Jones’s appeal to ‘good will’, which I shall introduce in the 
following section. We can set these misinterpretations aside here.  
286 Nevertheless, I shall say much more about the ascription of agency to the entity trusted in 
Chapter Four.  
287 Lahno (2020).  
288 Jones (1996), p13.  
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In discussing the affective picture of trust, some people have objected that 
a truster’s positive attitude towards the trusted cannot be a necessary feature 
of trust, because we can trust those whom we regard as bad people. We can 
trust them to do what we regard as ‘bad’ things.289 However, this worry is 
beside the point.290 One need not expect others to have some or even predom-
inantly good character traits. One need not get on well with the trusted gener-
ally. Indeed there may be a variety of other affective attitudes that you have 
towards them. For trust, you only need to expect that they have a specific pos-
itive quality that meets one’s present expectations in this context, where this 
expectation involves feeling positively about their character, and respecting 
them to this extent.  

The analysis of the affective picture of non-evidential trust has been pre-
liminary so far, and many of the considerations require development. We can 
say that the affective picture of non-evidential trust is promising, and it seems 
to satisfy each of our three key features, doing so in an intuitively appealing 
way. Of course, much more needs to be said. In particular, more needs to be 
said about what this affective response is exactly and how it can arise.  

Observe that affective responses are, naturally, responses to something. 
And affective phenomena are typically regarded as evaluative responses to 
evidence that we possess.291 If you feel angry, for example, your anger will be 
intentional, by which I mean directed at a specific object. It will serve as an 
evaluation of this object, arising because you have evaluated the situation and 
regard there to be sufficient evidence that somebody has significantly wronged 
you or someone or something that you care about.292 Similarly, when you feel 
fear, it will be directed towards something, something which you have evalu-
ated as dangerous.293 Other affective responses seem different. When you feel 
grumpy, this will not be intentionally nor evaluatively directed at any partic-
ular bad thing. It may have a causal explanation pertaining, for example, to 
being hungry or having a headache. But you are not grumpy at the headache 
or the hunger.294 Like non-evidential trust, the response of grumpiness is not 
evidentially motivated, but then again, unlike grumpiness, non-evidential trust 
seems specifically directed towards the objects which it evaluates. So what are 
non-evidentially trusting responses to? And what kind of affective response 
are we talking about exactly? 

There are some methodological issues to highlight here as well. One may 
rightly wonder whether the three key features can be accommodated in a dif-
ferent way to the affective explanation offered above. One may wonder 
whether there are other features typically postulated of non-evidential trust 
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which I have remained silent on, and whether, if I had prioritised these other 
features, we would arrive at a different result. Additionally, even if one were 
to accept the three key features and even accept that they are best developed 
in terms of a trust that is respectful, non-voluntary, and a positive ‘way of 
seeing’, one may wonder whether we have yet closed the door to the possibil-
ity that non-evidential trust can be explained in non-affective terms. Whilst 
these concerns are reasonable, many of them are reasonable only at first blush. 
As we shall see, all of them do not deserve the same weight. The last concern, 
however, shall give us most pause for thought.  

Before moving on, I should clarify that Jones and Lahno both use terminol-
ogy of ‘emotion’ to describe the non-evidential kind of trust in question.295 
They both describe emotions precisely in terms of ‘patterns of salience and 
tendencies of interpretation’, enabling ‘distinctive ways of seeing’.296 How-
ever it is equally important to observe that the same might be said for a variety 
of different affective phenomena including moods, sentiments, temperaments 
and even dispositions of character.297 There are various different kinds of af-
fective phenomena, and there is very little agreement in the literature as to 
how they should be categorised. One way of responding to the above issues 
pertaining to the nature of trust would be to offer a full analysis of each kind 
of affective response, defend the resulting categorisation, and by process of 
elimination assign non-evidential trust to one of these categories. Neverthe-
less, this option would take us too far afield. In order to best approach both 
the methodological issues and the issues pertaining to the nature of trust, we 
need: i) an understanding as to what the phenomenology of this affective re-
sponse is; ii) an understanding of the things that generate it; iii) an understand-
ing of what it motivates or causes; and finally, (iv) we need to be able to either 
reject the plausibility of alternative accounts or offer additional reasons as to 
why the affective explanation works.298 In what follows I shall consider how 
these things can be best provided. Offering a response to (i)-(iv) will be the 
purpose of the following sub-sections.  

3.3.1 (i) An understanding as to what the phenomenology of 
this affective response is.  

The first thing that we can say about the phenomenology of this kind of trust 
is that it falls into the category of affective responses which have a clear in-
tentional structure. It is directed at certain entities. It also serves as an evalua-
tion of those entities. In the previous section we saw that the intentional eval-
uation in question is typically described as a feeling of respect for another and 
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a feeling of optimism towards their character.299 These characterisations 
broadly reflect the phenomenology of trust as a positive evaluation of the 
trusted person. The feeling in question being a positive, uplifting feeling, an 
acknowledgement of the other person’s possession of positive character dis-
positions.  

Nevertheless, the second thing that we should observe is that trust does not 
seem to work in the same way as ordinary evaluative affective responses. This 
is evident already from the way in which we can talk about this process of 
evaluation. When we fear something, we evaluate that thing as dangerous; 
when we are angry at something we evaluate that thing as offensive.300 Char-
acterising fear and anger in such terms is helpful, because these responses 
have a very similar physiological response (increased heart-rate, for example) 
and the evaluation is a useful means of distinguishing them.301 Yet it is diffi-
cult to pinpoint the precise property evaluated in trust. Trust can be broadly 
characterised as a feeling of respect and optimism directed towards another 
person. But placed into the same template as fear and anger, trust becomes the 
feeling of respect and optimism towards another when we evaluate them as 
deserving our feelings of respect and optimism. This sounds very much like 
the claim that trust is the feeling one has when one evaluates the other as de-
serving our trust, (i.e. as trustworthy). This starts to seem a little circular and 
uninformative. Trust is in good company here. The same can be said of love. 
It is difficult to place love in evaluative terms without saying that love is the 
feeling one has when one evaluates the other as lovable.302  

In fact, the phenomenon of non-evidential trust seems to be like love in 
many respects. Love, like non-evidential trust, has a troubled relationship with 
beliefs and evidence. If asked by someone, ‘Why do you love me?’, you might 
respond by listing a variety of intrinsic properties of the individual in question. 
You might mention their intelligence, kindness, sense of humour, and you 
might appeal to evidence of their possession of these properties based on your 
own experience.303 The trouble is that this does not really serve as a full ex-
planation of one’s love. If your love for that person were based on such prop-
erties and such evidence alone, then it would be reasonable to expect that if 
someone else were to possess all those properties you would be motivated to 
love them, too.304 But in many cases that does not happen. Further, if your love 
for that person were based on such properties alone, then it would be reason-
able for you to exchange that person for someone else, a clone, about whom 
you have evidence they possess all those qualities, but a little better 305 This 
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seems unintuitive, and not many philosophers are prepared to accept this re-
sult. An additional problem is that you might love someone even if you have 
no particularly good reason to love them. You might love them even if you 
think that you should not. Love can certainly correlate with evidence about 
lovability, but it can resist it, at least to a certain degree, too. The parallels 
between love and trust are not exact. But as we continue our analysis of trust, 
love will serve as a useful comparison.  

The most important respect in which trust seems to be like love for our 
purposes in this section is that trust, like love, seems to be dispositional.306 
Under the affective picture, trust is more specifically a disposition to feel atti-
tudes of respect and optimism towards another person. I might trust another 
person to do something even whilst I am asleep, for example. And like love, 
when awake these feelings might be manifest in the foreground or in the back-
ground at different times.  

The final thing to say about the phenomenology of this affective response 
is a point of clarification. In this section, we have seen that it is appropriate 
for affective picture of trust to describe trust in terms of a disposition to feel 
respect and optimism towards the trusted. The specific affective picture of 
trust developed by Jones states something similar. Nevertheless someone en-
dorsing the affective picture of non-evidential trust should distance them-
selves from her account. According to Jones, the attitude of optimism is more 
specifically: (a) optimism that the person you trust possesses goodwill, to-
gether with (b) the expectation that the person you are trusting is ‘directly and 
favourably moved by the thought that someone is counting on her’.307 Both 
aspects of this account are problematic, (a) is problematic because the term 
‘goodwill’ is used in a loaded way in the literature, but I shall set this aside for 
the moment.308 The most problematic aspect of this is (b), which is straight-
forwardly false.  

 
306 Smuts (2014a), §2.4; Hichem, (2013).  
307 Jones (1996), p4.  
308 The problem here is that ‘goodwill’ is a loaded term in the trust literature. It has various 
different interpretations which makes its use potentially misleading. The term originally ap-
pears in Baier’s influential discussion of trust, in which to trust somebody is to expect (cogni-
tively) that the person whom one is trusting has goodwill and to interestedly depend on it. Fol-
lowing Holton, ‘goodwill’ is often understood quite narrowly in terms of friendly feelings (Hol-
ton (1994), p66.). More specifically, friendly feelings held by B, directed towards A or whom-
ever the trust relation affects. However, this is of course far too restrictive. We can have the 
kind of non-evidential trust that is under discussion here, involving non-evidential, normative 
expectations of people whom we not only expect not to have feelings towards us or anyone in 
the trust-relation, but whom we also expect to have negative feelings towards us and others 
involved. To bring this point out, consider Holton’s case of the White Flag. Suppose that you 
are in battle and have just admitted defeat, and thus decide to wave a white flag (Holton (1994), 
65). You put your trust in your enemy not to fire at you as you wave the flag in surrender whilst 
possessing insufficient evidence that they will do so, whilst expecting that their feelings towards 
you are generally hostile. Even in this kind of situation you can maintain the requisite normative 
expectations concerning your enemy, appropriate to this kind of trust. These concerns seem 
reasonable. That said, there is no clear reason why we need to hold that ‘goodwill’ involves 
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Jones’ commitment to (b) makes her account a ‘dialogical account’ of 
trust.309 Dialogical, non-evidential, accounts of trust hold that in each instance 
of trust there is some kind of prior relationship or interaction between the 
truster and trusted, such that the truster expects the trusted to be aware of the 
truster’s dependence and to be responsive to it.310 This is unnecessarily restric-
tive. There are countless cases in which we have an non-evidential, norma-
tively loaded affective response to others who do not even know we exist. 
Suppose, for example, that as you look across the street, you see the new 
neighbours walking their dog. You may trust that behind closed doors these 
neighbours treat their dog well. This is a clear case of non-dialogical non-
evidential trust. Although many cases of trust are dialogical, my claim is 
simply that not all trust is of this relation, and we need not limit our analysis 
to dialogical cases. This will be particularly significant for us in §3.3.3, as we 
turn to assess (iii). While Jones’s commitment to dialogical trust accords with 
many instances of non-evidential trust, examples like the one provided show 
that it is not a necessary condition for non-evidential trust. Thus the condition 
on trust given in (b) is false.  

With this clarifications in place, let’s turn now to address considerations as 
to how such an affective phenomenon arises. 

3.3.2 (ii) An understanding of the things that generate trust 
As we have seen above, evidence plays a key role in the formation and regu-
lation of many intentional evaluative and affective responses. So the question 
is: what if not for evidence, generates this non-evidential trust. In this section 
I want to explore some options. We have also already seen from the section 
above that non-evidential trust works in a manner that is a little different to 
most ordinary intentional evaluative affective responses. This section will 
continue to develop the differences.  

Our first option in response to (ii) is to appeal to beliefs derived non-evi-
dentially. Observe that there is a strand of thought, ‘emotional cognitivism’, 
which holds that all evaluative affective attitudes are cognitive. It holds that 
‘a certain judgment or belief is necessary for being in’ such a state, ‘where 
such judgment or belief is presumably evaluative or normative. If I am angry 
with you, then according to [emotional] cognitivism I must believe or judge 
that you have wronged me’.311 On this account, evaluative affective responses 

 
friendly feelings in the first place. Jones clarifies that by ‘goodwill’, she does not necessarily 
mean to describe a cognitive expectation of the trusted’s ‘personal liking’ or friendly feelings. 
Her use of the term describes something more general like the truster’s expectation of the 
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(Jones (1996), p7). This response seems fine. Nevertheless, the potential for confusion makes 
the use of this terminology problematic. 
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are generated, at least in part, by cognitive expectations or beliefs about the 
matter in question. This first option initially sounds promising. It certainly 
makes sense many affective responses, which are intentionally directed and 
evaluative. However it faces two significant problems.  

The first problem is that it cannot accommodate all kinds of evaluative af-
fective attitudes, in particular those involving recalcitrant emotions. Cases in-
volving recalcitrant emotions are ones in which one might, for example, be-
lieve that a small dog is not dangerous, but feel fear towards the dog any-
way.312 The second significant problem for this option is that it leaves us ques-
tioning again, how, if not for evidence, these beliefs arise. As indicated at the 
start of this chapter, there is widespread disagreement in the literature as to the 
relationship between trust and belief. Many hold that when A trusts B with 
respect to an area involving p, A will believe that p, if B testifies that p. Some 
theorists hold that a belief that p will necessarily arise. Some theorists describe 
a disposition: when A trusts B with respect to an area involving p, A will be 
disposed to believe that p if B testifies that p, where a belief might not neces-
sarily result. And amongst those who agree that the formation of belief is in-
volved, there is widespread disagreement as to whether in trusting B such that 
a belief forms, A must also (at least in part) believe that ‘B will j’ or that ‘B 
is trustworthy with regards to j’, such that these particular beliefs form a com-
ponent part of trust.313 This is a disagreement which I do not intend to resolve 
here, but if the kind of trust in question is an affective phenomenon which is 
generated by beliefs much more needs to be said about how this option works 
whilst remaining non-evidential.  

The second option available to us relates to desire. As we have seen, upon 
the affective portrayal of non-evidential trust, non-evidential trust emerges as 
an affective attitude whereby we evaluate the world. The idea reflected by the 
second option available to us is that the affective means by which we evaluate 
the world is partly a reflection of how we would like the world to be, or what 
we think the world should be. The affective response in question may be in-
fluenced by various factors including desires. I might non-evidentially trust 
my family to have my back, or my neighbours to look after their dog, or the 
stranger to help the vulnerable elderly gentleman cross the road and not rob 
him, because, on some level, this is how I would like the world to be. Non-
evidential trust here presents itself in relation to a form of wishful thinking, 
which manifests itself as an affect.314  

This option is interesting. That said, there are some worries that we should 
examine. The first worry can be brought out by considering cases of non-evi-
dential trust’s contrary, distrust. The affect associated with distrust in this 

 
312 Ibid.  
313 See Keren (2020) for helpful discussion.  
314 Thanks to Irene Martinez Marin, Fabrice Teroni and Constant Bonard (personal correspond-
ence) for some helpful thoughts on this matter.  
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context would be one associated with seeing someone as possessing various 
character defects. Indeed it is often described as ‘thinking badly of’ someone, 
as a way of regarding another as ‘incompetent, malevolent or lacking in integ-
rity’, as taking them to be somebody who will thwart your interests.315 This 
does not fit with a desire based approach. Non-evidential distrust, on the af-
fective model applies to cases in which you (minimally) regard somebody to 
lack the requisite character traits to do j, independently of the evidence as to 
whether they will do j. It is not likely that this will be something which you 
desire, given that – to the degree it is a case of genuine trust – you are still 
dependent on and interested in upon their doing j. By way of contrast, when 
distrusting another, it is entirely plausible that you have a desire to trust them, 
that doing so will likely advance the relationship between you and the person 
distrusted, but that you may distrust them anyway. If non-evidential distrust 
can arise irrespective of desire, the same can be said for non-evidential trust. 
Nevertheless, of course more needs to be said. What has been said so far does 
not yet rule out the possibility that desire can at times still be a factor, perhaps 
among many factors, in some cases of trust. 

There is a second possible objection to idea that desire is a generative 
source of non-evidential trust. I want first, however, to outline a third option 
because it subject to a similar objection, and it will therefore be helpful to 
address both options in tandem.  

The third option is to say that non-evidential trust is influenced by contin-
gent features of the world, to which we ascribe salience. My trust in you to do 
something might be influenced by the shirt that you are wearing, which re-
minds me of the one my grandma used to wear.316 Or, the affective response 
might be influenced by all the lights being green on my way to work, or be-
cause I started the day with a great cup of coffee, which makes me feel gener-
ally optimistic. On this approach, distrust would be generated by a contrasting 
pessimistic outlook. 

There may be something to this suggestion, although it is hard to see how 
it could by itself evoke the kind of response that would bypass evidence. Be-
sides, as indicated above, there are other reasons for us to be resistant to it. 
The remaining problem for the second option and the primary problem with 
the third option can be brought out by returning to the comparison between 
trust and love. Recall that love, like trust on the affective picture, is a feeling 
involving care or respect for others. The problem is that it is tricky to preserve 
the idea that one truly cares for or respects others, if this care or respect is 
generated for reasons that are somewhat self-interested. Indeed, if you were 
to discover by introspection that you do not love someone for who they are, 
but rather that you love them for what they can do for you, this discovery 

 
315 See Domenicucci and Holton (2017), p150; D’Cruz (2020), p.47.  
316 I have in mind something similar to Deonna and Teroni’s (2009) discussion of the generation 
of moods.  
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would prompt you to question whether you really love them at all. This is a 
line of argument developed by Aaron Smuts.317 And it may be applied directly 
to other instances of care and respect for others – in particular non-evidential 
trust.  

Nevertheless, I think that there are some things that Smuts has overlooked. 
Most notably, he has overlooked the fact that there is an important distinction 
between the formation and maintenance of the affective phenomena in ques-
tion. In many respects, it would be nice if we could say that desire and various 
contingent factors do not play an implicit role in the formation of such affec-
tive phenomena. This is, however, a strong psychological claim which cannot 
be substantiated without more support. Our feelings can be generated by an 
array of non-conscious influences. A variety of non-conscious influences are 
fine so long as that the feeling is still genuinely felt. That said, if we knew the 
source of our feelings, we might see the love or trust as being tarnished. We 
might find it difficult to continue loving or trusting.  

There is a fourth option, which draws on all the above, it that we have a 
trusting character trait which disposes us to have non-evidential trust for cer-
tain groups of people. Here, non-evidential trust is a simply generated by our 
character dispositions plus the right environment. Whilst non-evidential trust 
may at times reflect what we believe, our wishful thinking –how we would 
like the world to be, or how the world is treating us today – it also may more 
fundamentally reflect who we are.318  

3.3.3 (iii) A clearer story as to what it motivates or causes.  
In this section, I want to offer a statement of what non-evidential trust, as an 
affective attitude, motivates or causes. The comparison to love will make this 
easier. Trust, like love, shapes our reception of the evidence that we possess 
such that it disposes us to have certain cognitive attitudes. In particular we 
have a readiness to form certain beliefs.319 However, as mentioned at various 
points above, there is some debate as to the precise relationship between trust 
and belief. I want to pay a little bit more attention to this debate here – partic-
ularly the debate as to whether or not beliefs are produced as a necessary con-
dition or result of trust. Many participants in the debate hold that the beliefs 
in question are produced necessarily. As Keren argues, it seems intuitive to 
say that ‘If a speaker tells us that p, and we understand that she has told us that 
p, but nonetheless do not believe what she has told us, then we cannot be said 
to trust her to speak the truth’.320 Similarly, if my friend has been caught shop-
lifting, and I understand that he has been caught, but I do not come to believe 

 
317 Smuts (2014), §2.  
318 See Dorsch and Teroni on character traits (2009), p.360–361 . Also thanks to Irene Martinez 
Marin for discussion.  
319 This is of course not to equate love and trust.  
320 Keren (2020), p112.  
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that he is innocent of the crime, it seems that I cannot be said to really trust 
that he is innocent of the crime. However, not everyone agrees. Interestingly, 
at least some of those who endorse an affective account of trust, such as Jones 
and Lahno, deny that trust necessarily gives rise to such belief. Their claim is 
simply that trust tends to give rise to such a belief, it involves the disposition 
to such a belief.   

The thought raised by the affective portrayal of non-evidential trust is that 
whilst affective attitudes have a ‘tendency to give rise to corresponding be-
liefs’, they ‘do not invariably do so’.321 Keren observes that ‘while the kinds 
of mental states or dispositions required for epistemic trust on such non-dox-
astic accounts may have the tendency to give rise to certain beliefs, it is un-
clear on such accounts why one cannot trust a speaker for the truth of what 
she says without believing what she says’.322 The nature of dispositions is 
complex, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to do justice to them. But 
we can plausibly respond by saying that, whilst it is true that generally speak-
ing dispositions leave open the possibility that that which is disposed to arise 
does not arise, matters are more complex. A glass with a specific degree of 
fragility will shatter when it falls from a sufficient height, onto a sufficiently 
hard surface. Under the right conditions the glass will unavoidably shatter. 
The same could be said about the relationship between belief and trust. Whilst 
non-evidential trust only disposes us to beliefs, under the right conditions we 
do form beliefs.  

Of course there are other issues in the vicinity. One could deny that beliefs 
can possibly arise and be sustained in the absence of evidence at all. But this 
is a concern that targets the affective and non-affective accounts of non-evi-
dential trust alike. I shall defer these concerns until Chapter Five. Let’s for 
now simply accept that part of the standard story that we want to tell about 
non-evidential trust is that non-evidential trust generates beliefs and that the 
affective portrayal of non-evidential trust can largely accommodate this.  

So far in this section I have sought to clarify what trust generates. I want to 
take some time now to clarify what trust does not generate, or at least, what it 
does not necessarily generate. One of the most commonly attributed features 
of trust, which one will note is conspicuously absent from my account so far, 
concerns a purported liability to feel particular affective reactive attitudes.323 
Many theorists in the debate claim that trust necessarily underpins and creates 
this particular liability. These are what I call the ‘attitude liability’ assump-
tions, and they are false, or so I shall argue; non-evidential trust can produce 
this liability, but it does not always do so.  

 
321 Ibid., p112.  
322 Ibid., p113.  
323 Hawley (2014a); Jones (2012; 2014); Nguyen (forthcoming-b); Baier (1986); Goldberg 
(2020); Frost-Arnold (2020); Lahno (2020); Faulkner (2020; 2007a); Marušić (2011), to name 
a few.  
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Theorists working on trust typically endorse the attitude liability assump-
tions regardless as to whether or not they endorse an affective account of non-
evidential trust – that is to say whether or not they endorse an account which 
holds that trust is itself at least partly an affective response. They proceed by 
describing a key identifying feature of non-evidential trust in terms of the af-
fective attitudes which such trust purportedly always leaves one to be liable to 
feel.324  

I argue that the attitude liability assumptions, should be rejected. By con-
sidering these features in this section, I hope not only to clarify (iii) but also 
address some of the methodological issues introduced above.  

The most prominent attitude liability assumption, is that A’s trust in B 
leaves her liable to feel betrayed. This is what we shall call the ‘primary atti-
tude liability assumption’.325 The basic idea is that whilst one may be liable to 
feel merely disappointed if someone whom one merely expected to do some-
thing failed to meet one’s expectations, when one trusts, one is always liable 
to feel betrayed. To use Lahno’s example, whilst a bank robber may be disap-
pointed if the security guard turned out to be more competent than anticipated, 
they would only be liable to feel disappointed but not betrayed.326 And, sig-
nificantly, the fact that we would not be liable to feel betrayal is taken to indi-
cate that we do not trust these things in the normatively valanced sense of the 
term. Indeed, this assumption corresponds well with the second key feature of 
non-evidential trust, namely that it operates with normative salience. Indeed, 
the normatively significant element of trust is typically understood to be man-
ifest in this context. The truster holds that the trusted should have done j, 
betrayal arises when they have not. Almost unanimously, theorists of trust en-
dorse the above kind of analysis. 327 But we should challenge this hegemony.328 

So what is betrayal? Well, at a first pass, we can say that when one feels 
betrayed, it is normally because somebody has failed to do something that we 
have an interest in and are dependent on them to do. But note betrayal entails 
more than this. Betrayal more specifically occurs when someone failed to 
something in full awareness that and with the acknowledgement that their fail-
ure affects us. Further, this is something which we believe they ought to have 
done. A liability to feel betrayed does not arise when someone just fails to do 
something that affects us. Nor does it arise when someone fails to do 

 
324 In particular see, for example, Nguyen (forthcoming-b); Hawley (2014a). The idea does not 
seem to be the more moderate suggestion that unlike kinds of evidential trust, non-evidential 
trust sometimes leaves us liable to feel certain affective reactive attitudes. A much stronger 
stance is taken, which holds that, insofar as one has non-evidential trust one is liable to feel 
such affective reactive attitudes. 
325 Wallbank and Reisner (2020).  
326 Lahno (2020), p.149.  
327 Hawley (2014a; 2014b; 2017;); Jones (2012; 2014); Nguyen (forthcoming-b). Baier (1986), 
Faulkner (2007a), Lahno (2020); Holton (1994); Frost-Arnold (2020); Goldberg (2020).   
328 See Wallbank and Reisner (2020). Stephan Darwall (2017) and Domenicucci and Holton 
(2017) discuss similar thoughts.  
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something which we merely anticipated that they would do. Nor does it arise 
when we merely believe that they should have done it.  

Drawing on work by Hawley, Nguyen and O’Neil, we can posit that be-
trayal arises when we believe that somebody has committed to us to doing x, 
and where we believe that they have failed to do x due to the commitment 
being insincere. In such a case the trusted failed us either because they simply 
didn’t care enough to meet the commitment or because they were wilfully de-
ceptive when making it.329 If there was no commitment made to the truster, 
and if the commitment was made but the intended outcome failed due to in-
competence, betrayal does not occur. To take a variant of Hawley’s example, 
if you would like your neighbour to cook your meals, and even if (for whatever 
reason) you think your neighbour should cook your meals, if they never com-
mitted to cooking your meals, you are not liable to feel betrayed when they do 
not.330 331 Such an example is used by Hawley to illustrate the idea that trust is 

 
329 Hawley (2017); Nguyen (forthcoming-a); O’Neil (2012; 2017).  
330 Drawn from Hawley’s example of neighbours tidying your garden (Hawley 2014a).  
331 Let me offer a word of caution about the context in which the concept of betrayal is typically 
introduced. The terms ‘mere reliance’ versus ‘trust (proper)’ are commonly used in this context. 
See Goldberg (2020) for recent discussion. These are terms which I am keen to avoid; they are 
not always used consistently, and I think it more helpful to operate with different distinctions, 
as shall become clear. I simply introduce these terms here, so that we can fully understand the 
background to these claims. Many accounts of trust run with the following basic structure: there 
is an intuitive distinction between mere reliance and trust (proper), and we need to work out 
the difference between the two. The above kinds of examples involving bank robbers are taken 
to be examples of mere reliance, and appeals to them is the typical means of generating an 
intuition pump. Some theorists within the literature describe the difference between mere reli-
ance and trust as one of a ‘cold-eyed assessment of the evidence’ (that reflected by reliance), 
versus something more meaningful –that reflected by trust proper. (See Hawley (2014a), 
p.2031). Reliance here would reflect what I have called ‘evidential trust’, and the challenge is 
to capture what it is that makes ‘trust proper’ more meaningful. It might seem that a ready 
answer can be found in the above section. But not all theorists use the terms in precisely this 
manner. Most importantly, even theorists who still want to hold that trust has the three key 
features do not use the terms in precisely this manner. Indeed, due to Holton, the term ‘reliance’ 
has been been used explicitly to refer to A’s mere ‘willingness to act on the supposition’ that B 
will j. (See Hawley’s discussion 2014b, p4; and Holton (1994)). This is a supposition which 
might apply to cases of, what I have called, ‘evidential’ and ‘non-evidential’ trust alike. To 
underscore the fact that these concepts not sit well in this context, observe that the further pre-
dominant trend is to portray trust as a species of reliance. The task most recent theorists accord-
ingly set out for themselves is more specifically to identify what should be added to an account 
of reliance in order for us to arrive at an account of trust (proper). Trust (proper) is most typi-
cally understood as operating under a ‘reliance plus’ model. (See Hawley (2014b), p5; (2014a), 
p.2019). And clearly non-evidential trust is not a case of evidential trust plus something; they 
are in fact incompatible.  
It may be fine to use the term ‘reliance’ to characterise A’s willingness to act on the supposition 
that B will. Nevertheless it is not fine to characterising the kind of trust that we are interested 
in (that with our three key features) as including a reliance plus model. Partly because it is not 
clear that a supposition is even involved in trust. The strength of regard that A holds towards B 
when trusting tends to be much greater than merely supposing. And partly because I reject the 
leading assumption that the will is involved [this is not a sentence]. There are many other the-
orists want to reject the idea the kind of trust in question is voluntary, which makes their appeal 
to the reliance plus model even more confusing. Additionally, the valuable distinction between 
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not involved in such a case. This may well be so. However, it still remains 
possible that in many cases of actual non-evidential trust, the trusted will not 
have even acknowledged the truster’s dependence, nor made any commit-
ments to the truster at all.332 To see this recall the case of one’s trust in one’s 
new neighbours to treat their dog well, seen in §3.3.1. 

There are other plausible problems within the same vicinity. The first of 
these problems is that the truster will often have no reason to think that any 
commitment will have been made to them. If a commitment has been made 
by the trusted to the truster, and the truster believes this, the truster must typ-
ically have appealed to evidence to support this belief, otherwise it would be 
a mere assumption. One cannot have a liability to feel betrayed on a mere 
assumption. Having an assumption in itself does not leave one liable to feel 
betrayed, unless one relies on evidence to confirm it. The assumptions about 
a liability to feel betrayal – at least at face value – appear inconsistent with 
what I have described as ‘non-evidential trust’. If the truster were to cease to 
operate under mere assumptions about the truster’s reliability, they would 
have appealed to and relied on evidence – treating it as sufficient. Doing so 
would undermine non-evidential trust. This is what I call the ‘constitutive 
problem’.333 I do think it can be resolved, and it is important that we see why, 
for this will help us clarify the nature of non-evidential trust. But, before we 
turn to this, it is also important to note a second peculiar feature that arises in 
the vicinity. 

The second plausible problem for discussions of liabilities to feel betrayal 
is that those who discuss such liabilities do so alongside the endorsement of 
another kinds of reactive attitudes. Another prominent further assumption is 
that, if the truster succeeds in doing as we expect, we should feel grateful they 
do so.334 The problem with this assumption is that if non-evidential trust is 
something that we were somewhat liable to feel betrayed by this would be 
normally because it is something that we would feel we were owed, and if it 
is something that we feel we are owed, why would we feel gratitude? We 
rarely feel gratitude towards somebody when they have done something which 
we believe they ought to have done. Instead we feel satisfied and treated fairly, 
and perhaps relieved. Our appreciation of someone’s actions and our feelings 
of gratitude normally arise in response to supererogatory or optional 

 
evidential and non-evidential trust is obscured by this analysis. And finally my resistance also 
arises because the postulated features that are standardly inserted into the model to capture ‘the 
plus’ are nearly all problematic. The problematic feature that we shall focus on here is the pur-
ported vulnerability to feel betrayed.  
332 This is evident from the point I made earlier in response to Karen Jones within §3.3.1 when 
highlighting that not all accounts of trust are dialogical. 
333 It is peculiar because most theorists who appeal to the primary attitude liability assumption 
are keen to stress that the kind of trust that they have in mind can evidence (and it is of course 
the claims about the kind of trust which can go against or not follow the evidence that we are 
interested in here). 
334 See for example, Holton (2014), and Nguyen (forthcoming-a) 
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behaviour. So which is it, is trustworthy behaviour something that it makes 
sense for us to be grateful for or something which it makes sense for us to 
simply expect? Or does non-evidential trust somehow manage to harness 
both? We need to know more here. Is there a way out for those who adopt the 
idea that both such reactive attitudes can occur whilst preserving the idea that 
trust might go beyond the evidence? Let’s start by addressing the constitutive 
problem.  

The constitutive problem can be resolved by recognising that non-eviden-
tial trust does not operate beyond or independently of all evidence, just of ev-
idence that has a bearing on the truster’s reliability. As we shall see in Chapter 
Five, some trust theorists hold that evidence of a commitment does serve as 
evidence of reliability.335 I shall criticise this response later. What I want to 
observe for the moment is that there is a plausible distinction here. The recog-
nition of this distinction is the best way to make discussion of betrayal plausi-
ble.  

We can bring this out with an example of testimony. When one testifies, 
one is typically seen as extending an invitation to one’s audience, an invitation 
to take one’s word for whatever it is that one is testifying to.336 This is a com-
mitment to tell the truth, and the receiver of testimony will be aware of this 
commitment in virtue of the nature of their participation as a receiver of testi-
mony. In these cases, in a manner which I shall say more about in Chapter 
Five, the evidence that a commitment has been made does not bear on the 
issue of testimonial reliability.337 To the degree that you either lack evidence 
that the commitment in question is reliable or sincere or that you find the evi-
dence (whether positive or negative) insufficient or worth disregarding, this 
will remain a case of non-evidential trust. Nevertheless to the degree that you 
are aware that a commitment has been made, you might be liable to feel be-
trayed by the other person. 

Given the above, we have reason to deny the claim that all cases of non-
evidential trust are ones in which we are liable to feel betrayed. I have argued 
that it is possible to defend the claim that some situations leave us so liable. 
What about the claim that all cases of non-evidential trust are ones  in which 
we are liable to feel gratitude? Is there a way of rescuing the claim that there 
are some instances of trust in which the truster is liable to feel both betrayal if 
the trusted fails their expectations and gratitude if the trusted meets them?  

 
335 For example, see Faulkner (2007a).  
336 Anscombe (1979); Bailey (2018); Hazlett (2017); Malcolm (2018 
337 Cf. Introduction; see also Lackey (2008), p.31.  . Interestingly, also, the evidence is not 
sought after, instead it already exists. It is part and parcel of the engagement.  
Note that this does not apply to all cases of testimony. Recall from the Introduction that not all 
testimony is given with a commitment to reliability, nor is all testimony received with an ex-
pectation of reliability. When one writes a coded message or an entry in a private diary, one is 
not inviting another to read it. Nonetheless, the reader may still trust the author’s word in those 
cases 
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Perhaps it is possible that one would feel betrayed when another fails to 
meet the commitments that they made to you, and yet you would feel gratitude 
towards them for making those commitments in the first place. But in contrast 
to most assumptions on the matter, gratitude is not conditional on someone 
meeting your expectations. You may feel gratitude to them for simply trying. 
Furthermore, like betrayal, gratitude does not arise in every case of non-evi-
dential trust. Indeed gratitude is typical in cases where someone goes out of 
their way to do something for you. Non-evidential trust arises when you have 
a disposition to feel optimistic that another person will do something valuable 
(whether it is for you or not, and whether they have gone out of their way to 
do it). There is a clear mismatch here, which the emphasis on gratitude ob-
scures.  

We are now in a position to respond to one of the methodological concerns 
outlined above. There are features which are sometimes ascribed to non-evi-
dential trust that I have not included among the its three key features. The 
attitude-liability assumptions represent some such features, but the attitude-
liability assumptions turn out to be false. One may feel liable to feel certain 
reactive attitudes, but this liability is not a necessary feature of each instance 
of non-evidential trust. Moreover, the fact that there are times when one may 
be liable has no clear bearing on the debate. It does not point towards a specific 
interpretation of the nature of non-evidential trust (in terms of affect and cog-
nition).  

That these features are typically emphasised reflects the fact that much of 
the trust literature assumes that all trust is dialogical. But I see no reason to 
accept this assumption, either. There is nothing about the three key features 
which requires us to think that all trust is dialogical. Affective trust can leave 
us disposed to affective reactive attitudes such as betrayal and gratitude. But 
it does not always do so.  

3.3.4 (iv). We need to be able to either reject the plausibility of 
alternative explanations, or offer additional reasons as to 
why the affective explanation works  

So far I have examined and developed arguments to the effect that non-evi-
dential trust is, at least in part, an affective response of respect and optimism 
towards another’s character traits. The affective mental state shapes our pat-
terns of attention and interpretative tendencies concerning how we see certain 
others. Upon the affective account of trust we are disposed to believe that the 
trusted will do certain things, things which we regard to be valuable, and 
things which we regard the trusted to hold as valuable. We also think that the 
people in question will and should do these things and that there are certain 
shared values between us. This trust arises in a non-evidential manner, similar 
to that of other complex affective responses such as love. The purpose of this 
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section is to see whether or not there is further support for the affective por-
trayal of non-evidential trust and also to see whether there are good reasons to 
reject some alternative accounts of trust.  

Let’s start by considering accounts which hold, in contrast to the affective 
portrayals of non-evidential trust that we have been engaging with, that trust 
is just a voluntary and action-like, something which produces cognitive atti-
tudes. Here I have in mind Holton’s account of trust and in particular his case 
of the drama class.338 We are asked to imagine a drama class in which students 
are invited to participate in a trust game. In the class the students have been 
assigned a partner, and these partners have been tasked with catching the other 
when the other falls backwards towards them. The students lack determining 
evidence and are uncertain whether or not their partner will catch them. After 
reflection they purportedly choose to trust that they will be caught. The student 
first to fall will realise that it would be in their interests to foster a relationship 
with their partner, and they realise that their partner will want to build a rela-
tionship with them too. Not only this, but the trusting partner believes that 
their partner should catch them. The classmates have entered willingly into 
the trust game and have implicitly committed to being trustworthy to each 
other in virtue of doing so. The claim is that the student decides to non-evi-
dentially trust without conclusive evidence, but with normative expectations.  

In this kind of example, one can choose to trust a person to j for various 
practical reasons. One of the most notable is pure self-interest. The kind of 
trust involved in the above kind of account typically starts by placing a lot of 
weight on the assumption that to trust someone would be to do something 
good for that person. The idea is that you would be honouring them, showing 
to them and others that you see them as being in good standing.339 It is thought 
that by offering this honour, you will improve your relationship with them and 
this will in turn foster the opportunity for future cooperation with them and 
others – all of which would be ultimately good for you. Trust is motivated 
without any need for evidence, because we have evaluated the situation and 
decided that it would be good for us.340  

Sometimes these portrayals of trust as voluntary describe our decisions to 
trust as supplemented with reasons of duty. This kind of account can be found 
in the work of Faulkner, Pettit and McGeer.341 These reasons of duty apply in 
circumstances in which it is clear that the trusted person has made a commit-
ment to you (the truster) to be trustworthy. And by merely engaging with the 
trusted, you (the truster) have made a commitment to them to treat them as 
trustworthy. In such cases you believe it is your duty to regard them as trust-
worthy, and that it is their duty to be trustworthy. Indeed, many of accounts of 

 
338 Holton (1994), p.63.   
339 See for example Pettit (1995); McGeer (2008); Faulkner (2007a). Hawley also makes as-
sumptions about honour (2014b) as does Mullin (2005).    
340 Pettit (1995); McGeer (2008); Faulkner (2007a). 
341 Ibid.  
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trust are pact-like; both parties are limited social beings who need the cooper-
ation of others to survive. The trusted needs to be seen as reliable and depend-
able in order to secure future favours. The truster both needs the trusted to be 
reliable and dependable and needs to be seen as a person who is willing to 
cooperate with others to secure future favours in return.  

Relatedly, sometimes such accounts hold that to trust another is not simply 
an honour. To fail to trust another (either through distrust or through a simple 
lack of trust) is an insult. At face value, such an account seems to apply readily 
to cases of trust in testimony. Indeed cases of trust in testimony are the prime 
example in the literature, as found in work on testimonial insults by G. E. M 
Anscombe, Olivia Bailey, Finlay Malcolm, and Allan Hazlett.342 They argue 
that when one testifies, this can be understood as an extension of an invitation 
to one’s audience, an invitation or an act of assurance such that they take one’s 
word for whatever one is testifying to. The invitation is posed as an offer, and 
the audience is invited to believe the proposition testified to, whilst being re-
lieved of their ‘usual epistemic responsibility to review the evidence before 
making up one’s mind about [it]’.343 The testifier in effect is understood as 
giving her commitment to testify truthfully. Most importantly, more than this, 
if one were to reject the testifier’s invitation and seek evidence, this, they ar-
gue, would be taken as an insult. When one testifies that p, one puts forward 
p as true, vouches for it. To reject another’s testimony and seek evidence, they 
argue, is to discredit either the testifier’s competence or their sincerity, which 
reflects negatively on them in an insulting way.344 This applies even if one’s 
reasons for rejecting the testimony are good, even if the testifier’s competence 
or sincerity should be questioned. On the other hand, to take up the other’s 
invitation is seen as a mark of respect and an honour. These are all the kinds 
of considerations that the voluntary account of trust holds that we appeal to 
when deciding to trust.  

3.3.4.1 Problems of Honour  
There are a few things to say about the above portrayals of trust as voluntary. 
First, the connection between honour and non-evidential trust made by the 
above accounts seems intuitively plausible. The conferment of honour to the 
person trusted seems to reflect an important aspect of having non-evidential 
trust. Second, it is not clear how such the above voluntary portrayals of non-
evidential trust can accommodate the possibility that non-evidential trust 
serves as an honour to the person trusted. This is to say: the idea that trust 
confers an honour to the person trusted seems largely correct, but in this man-
ner the portrayals of non-evidential trust as voluntary seem false.  

 
342 Anscombe (1979); Bailey (2018); Hazlett (2017); Malcolm (2018).  
343 Bailey (2018), 141.  
344 Anscombe (1979); Bailey (2018); Hazlett (2017); Malcolm (2018). 
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It is not clear how non-evidential trust is supposed to be an honour in the 
context of the accounts of trust seen in the above section. As a first pass we 
can say that to honour another person, one must either believe or genuinely 
feel that they are deserving of respect (where this feeling should be generated 
in a self-interested manner). But on the accounts just discussed, no such beliefs 
nor feelings are to be had. They are not affective accounts, and the belief that 
the trusted is deserving of respect never needs to come into the picture on the 
above kind of non-affective account. Trust will simply be a cognitive expec-
tation that the other person will j. To add insult to injury, not only is there an 
absence of a belief or feeling held by A that B is deserving of respect, more 
specifically there is a belief held by A that B is motivated by the mere appear-
ance of being reliable, which is not a particularly honourable quality.  

A clear problem for the above self-interested model of trust is that the 
truster lacks a positive regard for the trusted’s character. Such a regard is quite 
irrelevant to her motivation for trusting: the truster need only believe that the 
trusted is motivated by appearances of deserving respect. This does not sound 
particularly honour-worthy to me at all. Additionally, the purported truster is 
only interacting with the other person because it would be good for them to 
do so. It seems fundamental to the nature of such an interaction that one is 
using another purely to meet one’s own ends. Indeed Pettit has described this 
interaction as ‘coercive’, and uses the phrase the ‘cunning of trust’. 345 This 
fails to satisfy the fundamental assumption made by these theorists that trust 
is an honour. To be clear, on this final point, the worry is not that above picture 
of trust cannot confer an honour because it is generated by considerations 
which have bearing on oneself, but rather the problem is that, on this account 
to trust is just to act under self-interested considerations (and to acquire the 
resulting cognitive states) alone. This distinction reflects the Kantian distinc-
tion between treating people as means and mere means.346  

There is one further kind of voluntary account of trust which we should 
mention, it does not rely on self-interest or a sense of duty alone, and it may 
even involve a genuine belief that the other is deserving of respect. This kind 
of trust typically falls under the heading of ‘therapeutic trust’. A different 
problem arises for this account.347 This is putatively a kind of trust which 
arises when you desire to coach another person to be trustworthy by placing 
your trust in them and where you desire to do so primarily for their own good. 
Many examples in the literature feature a parent’s purported trust in their 
child. A parent is said to ‘honour’ their child by placing their trust in them to 
behave well, in the expectation that this will motivate them in fact to behave 
well. However, what I think emerges here is that, even if one desired to do 
something good for another person solely out of the goodness of one’s heart, 

 
345 Pettit (2012).  
346 See Kerstein (2019) for discussion. 
347 See Keren (2020); Goldberg (2020); O’Neil (2017); Hawley (2014a), for discussion.  
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and even if one genuinely felt or believed that the other was deserving of hon-
our and respect, one does not necessarily honour them. The account of honour 
that we offered above was a first-pass. A second pass should also include the 
condition that by having these thoughts or feelings and by your actions you do 
actually respect the person in question. We are unlikely to meet this condition 
in cases of therapeutic trust. This form of engagement seems to me to be some-
what patronising and somewhat manipulative, just as trust that is motivated 
by self-interest is. This is no honour.  

One might wonder whether this concern applies to an affective account of 
non-evidential trust. Our first pass at honour reveals that those who bestow 
honour must either believe or genuinely feel that the other person in question 
is deserving of respect. This the affective portrayal can accommodate. Recall 
that in §3.3.3, I noted resistance to the idea that someone can have genuine 
care and respect for another person if this respect is motivated by desire or 
wishful thinking. We were able recognise that our feelings can be generated 
by an array of non-conscious influences. And this need not in itself undermine 
the fact that our feelings are genuinely felt. (Although if the origin of this feel-
ing was recognised we might feel it tarnished and difficult to maintain.) Our 
second pass has added that the response is actually respectful of the other per-
son. The affective portrayal of non-evidential trust can easily accommodate 
this, too. There is no deliberate manipulation involved in such a case. It is with 
a third pass that challenges arise. The third pass must add that those who be-
stow honour must do so in a discriminating manner. The truster would have 
to be discriminating about whom she assigns the honour to. Honour is typi-
cally bestowed as a means to distinguish people, as a mark of their achieve-
ments or their personality.348 And it is hard to see how this is accomplished, if 
the kind of trust in question occurs independently of the evidence concerning 
those factors. .349  

There are two ways in which a defender of the affective account of non-
evidential trust could respond to this latter kind of concern. First, they might 
simply deny that non-evidential trust needs to be an honour; reference to ‘hon-
our’ was never part of ‘their terms’, it is something that has simply been in-
troduced by the voluntary accounts of trust. This first option holds that the 
voluntary picture of trust fails on its own terms, but these terms do not neces-
sarily have bearing on the affective portrayal. The affective portrayal of non-
evidential trust will still insist that the trust in question is necessarily a means 

 
348 To clarify, honour might also be a burden and you might find it objectionable (for example, 
you might also find what it is that you are being trusted to do actually not honourable (suppose 
you are a baby sitter and the child’s parents have trusted you to lock the child in a cupboard if 
they misbehave), but in their act of non-evidentially trusting they nevertheless assume that you 
have a disposition to respect something which they value, to that degree there is an expectation 
that you have some positive character disposition, and to that degree trust is an honour.  
349 Think here of Adam Smith’s claim that: ‘The most sincere praise can give little pleasure 
when it cannot be considered as some sort of proof of praiseworthiness’, (Smith (1976), pp. 
114–115). We shall return to this idea in Chapter Five.  
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through which we respect another person, but – if the above third pass at cap-
turing honour is correct – honour is simply something else. That said, the idea 
that to trust someone is an honour clearly has intuitive appeal to many authors, 
and the affective portrayal of non-evidential trust might still be able to accom-
modate this. The second way of responding is by holding that, whilst trust is 
not assigned on the basis of rational reflection and deliberation, it is discrimi-
nating to the degree that we do not necessarily have this affective response to 
everybody.350 We see again that trust may be compared to love. Love, like 
trust, is not overly responsive to evidence. Nevertheless you can still feel hon-
oured by someone’s love for you. Something similar might be said for trust. 
In which case the affective portrayal of non-evidential trust can avoid prob-
lems of honour, whilst voluntarist accounts cannot.  

3.3.4.2 Other Problems for the Portrayals of Trust as Voluntary  
In turning our attention back to the assessment of portrayals of non-evidential 
trust as voluntary, there are two other relevant problems. First, these kinds of 
voluntary engagements have a much more problematic relationship to belief-
formation, due to the emphasis on volition. Second, the way in which such 
engagements are often developed prevents their accounts from being genu-
inely non-evidential. The first of these points deserves quite a lot more atten-
tion, but it shall have pass unattended to for now.  

The second of these points can be brought out by recalling from §3.3.3 that 
many theorists assume not only that when trusting we often have evidence of 
another’s commitment, but that we are provided with evidence that they will 
be reliable. These kinds of assumptions emerge most prominently in the pact-
like accounts of trust defended by Faulkner and McGeer. I shall say more 
about the latter assumptions in Chapter Five. They seem to me to be false, but 
even if true, note that they render trust no longer non-evidential.  

One further thing that is worth mentioning there is that the above voluntary 
accounts of trust are perhaps best understood as cases of what some trust the-
orists have called ‘entrusting’. ‘Entrusting’ is used to refer to a voluntary de-
cision to place a burden on another person based on calculated suppositions 
about another’s practical motives. Trust itself does not seem to be what is at 
play here, a fact reflected in Holton’s own language. He describes how these 
are cases in which we act ‘as if’ we trust. Indeed as Nguyen observes, trust 
falls are done ‘between people that do not trust, as an exercise in learning how 
to trust’.351 These are self-advertised ‘trust-training exercises’ in which we act 
‘as if’ we trust in order to achieve a certain end.352 

 
350 This is particularly pertinent for us to observe with regards to the final remarks of Chapter 
Two. 
351 Nguyen (forthcoming-b).  
352 Holton (1994), p73; Nguyen (forthcoming-b).  
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3.3.4.3 Other Options: Non-affective Expectations  
Are there any other accounts of trust which fair better? One other important 
alternative account of trust is offered by Hawley.353 Hawley holds that for you 
to trust someone is simply for you to expect that the person in question has the 
will to fulfil whatever commitments they have made (regardless of whether 
these commitments are directed at you). Where this ‘expectation’ does not 
reflect an affective phenomenon, but rather a basic non-affective, cognitive 
state. As we shall see, this account has particularly interesting ramifications 
for the affective picture of non-evidential trust.  

In addition to endorsing a non-affective account of trust, Hawley makes 
various assumptions which I have rejected above. For example, she adopts the 
attitude-liability assumptions.354 Nevertheless, some parallels can be made be-
tween her account and the affective account of trust. On the affective account, 
trust is a feeling of respect towards another person, in which you evaluate and 
regard the other person as having a positive disposition of character, one 
which disposes them to do j. Parallels between this and Hawley’s account can 
arise if her account is supplemented with the assumption that to have a cogni-
tive expectation that someone will fulfil or honour their commitments is at 
least in part to believe that they have a positive disposition of character which 
is deserving of respect. Seen in this light, Hawley’s account can plausibly ac-
commodate some of the same kind of important elements of the affective ac-
count. In which case, one may wonder how far a non-affective portrayal of 
non-evidential trust can go, and whether we need talk of affect at all.  

Hawley’s account of trust easily accommodates the second key feature of 
non-evidential trust, the feature involving a normative expectation. The nor-
mativity simply arises from the belief that the trusted person should honour 
their commitments. Hawley’s account also easily accommodates the third key 
feature of non-evidential trust, that a plausible account of trust must be able to 
accommodate distrust. As we have seen in §3.3, she is one of the theorists to 
bring the importance of this feature to light.  

That said, it is crucially important to note that it remains unclear whether 
or how her account can accommodate the first key feature. Talk of evidence 
is conspicuously absent from Hawley’s account. For related reasons, it is also 
unclear whether Hawley’s account can accommodate the sense in which trust 
can be an honour on the above definition. Problems arise due to the ambiguity 
over the relationship between the expectations that Hawley describes and ev-
idence. This leaves it unclear as to how her account would accommodate the 
‘third pass’ at honour. In what follows I will consider whether Hawley’s ac-
count can get around these worries.  

First, a note of caution. I worry that there is something generally limiting 
about the focus on the terminology of commitments. Suppose, for example, 

 
353 Hawley (2014b).  
354 She also engages with the reliance-plus model of trust introduced in n.335.  
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that you look across the street. You see your new neighbours just walking, I 
think you can trust these neighbours to be the kind of people such that, if they 
had a dog, they would treat it well. There do not seem to be commitments here 
to you, society, or to a potential dog. But I wonder if you might simply expect 
that the neighbours would treat their (putative) pet dog well because you ex-
pect that they are disposed to do the ‘right thing’, regardless of what you think 
their actual commitments are.  

Consider another example, that of a teenager who has made a commitment 
to herself never to listen to her parents again. Her parents might still trust her 
to abandon this commitment and to re-establish a relationship with them later 
on. It is possible to understand this example in terms of commitments. Perhaps 
the parents are able to trust their daughter because they believe (perhaps im-
plicitly) that her teenage commitment will be eventually be outweighed by 
another, contradictory commitment to have a loving relationship with her fam-
ily, or such like. But this kind of speculation is starting to seem ad hoc. It 
seems at least possible, and a little easier to believe, that the parents trust her 
because they trust that she is the kind of person who will re-establish a rela-
tionship with her family. They trust because of her nature and the way she is 
not because of her commitments – because one’s commitments change all the 
time, are overridden, or altered.  

Even in light of such concerns, one might still wonder why we should not 
just engage with a modified Hawley-like account. On this modified account, 
trust is simply understood as a certain straightforward, non-affective, cogni-
tive expectation about the other person’s character. If this is the case, the most 
pressing question remains: what if all of the important features of non-eviden-
tial trust that we have brought out over the course of this chapter (non-eviden-
tial, normative, non-voluntary, respectful, honour-inciting, etc.) can just be 
understood in terms of purely cognitive expectations about another’s character 
dispositions?  

There are four things to say about this possibility. First, if this model can 
meet all of the above requirements and fully do justice to each of the three key 
features of non-evidential trust, while avoiding all the pitfalls of all the other 
accounts, then this account is certainly something in contention. Second, note 
that we would have to do more to clarify precisely how this account can do 
justice to all the key features. There are important unresolved questions, par-
ticularly with respect to the first key feature. Third, even if the purely cogni-
tive account of non-evidential trust is a live possibility, the affective kind of 
non-evidential trust will also remain a live possibility. The possibility of one 
does not eliminate the possibility of the other. On either account, non-eviden-
tial trust minimally involves, among other things, a regard for the trusted as 
having positive dispositions of character, where this regard extends to the de-
gree that the truster expects they will do j because doing j is what they should 
do. Finally, observe that regardless of the possibility of a viable, purely 
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cognitive portrayal of non-evidential trust, the affective account of non-evi-
dential trust can bring something important to the table.  

To bring out the last point, observe that any affective kind of non-evidential 
trust fosters a particularly important kind of interpersonal connection with oth-
ers. It forges connections with others in a way that enables us to feel a sense 
of community and belonging with others who share our values. All of the 
above accounts of non-evidential trust capture the non-evidentially engage-
ment with testimony as serving various positive practical ends; in particular 
non-evidential trust is seen to foster our relationships with others to some de-
gree. Even voluntary kinds of entrusting can enable others to feel positively 
towards us, in a manner which fosters our relationship them. But entrusting 
fosters this relationship in a very one-sided manner, and it does so through 
manipulation, not respect. Non-affective attitudes of expectation serve these 
ends, whilst leaving us affectively cold, and there is something lost as a result. 
The alternatives to an affective portrayal of non-evidential trust serve to foster 
our relationships by causing others to feel positively towards us. But the af-
fective account of trust (by definition) involves us feeling positively towards 
them, and this is particularly valuable. The affective account of non-evidential 
trust stands out from the other two accounts due to its taking notice of the 
significant feeling of respect that the trusters have, one which enables them to 
feel a sense of community and belonging. The alternatives may describe ways 
of connecting to others that foster a sense of relationship and community held 
by those trusted, but only an affective kind of non-evidential trusting can fos-
ter a sense of relationship and community held by the trusters themselves. The 
significance of this will be particularly important for us when we turn to Chap-
ter Six.  

3.4 Non-Evidential Trust in Aesthetics 
In this chapter we have seen that non-evidential trust is directed towards those 
whom we (at the very least) regard as having positive dispositions of charac-
ter. There is good reason to think that this positive regard can be well ac-
counted for in affective terms, even though the possibility remains that in can 
be accounted for in other ways, too.  

Let’s turn our attention now to the application of the concept of non-evi-
dential trust to aesthetic testimony. One thing that is relevant for us consider 
as we focus our attention here is who our trust is directed towards in cases of 
trust in aesthetic testimony. The natural assumption is that we non-evidentially 
trust the testifier. While I think this is correct, the matter is a little more com-
plex. Aesthetic testimony tends not to be offered in isolation. It is often given 
by a community of like-minded people. In which case, aesthetic trust may of-
ten be influenced by a desire to connect with others, emotionally share, and 
‘fit in’. Indeed, our trust may often be related to a feeling of respect for a 
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community – a society of others – not just an individual testifier. An individ-
ual’s aesthetic testimony often provides an insight into a certain community 
of thinkers that we aspire to belong to.  

As reflected in a discussion from Nguyen, we often engage with aesthetics 
with some kind of fear of missing out:  

 
When a friend I trust tells me I should take free jazz more seriously, or that I 
have not paid enough attention to Brahms and I respond accordingly, what I 
am doing is not simply taking up a prediction about my future pleasure. If that 
were the case I could simply test it out. Even if my life is suffused with pleas-
ure, I feel that it is important that I at least make the effort. I think I am missing 
something, that there is perhaps something wrong with me. I think it important 
that I give it a shot.355 

 

What is being described here is a feeling of a certain social pressure, pressure 
from a social group which one respects. It should be immediately clear that 
such pressures can be dangerous and leave us vulnerable to manipulation and 
to various biases. Non-evidential trust also has various other implications, 
some of which we shall address in later chapters. But the purpose of this chap-
ter has been simply to sketch the nature of a non-evidential kind of trust and 
to flag the need to clarify and rectify various misconceptions about it. Doing 
so will allow us to see how non-evidential trust might apply to cases of aes-
thetic testimony. It should also be clear that trust is often felt, it is often affec-
tively and emotively engaged. What has become clearer possibility in this final 
section is that in the case of aesthetics, – trust seems often to be directed to-
wards a community. With this possibility come many further questions. I take 
them up in Chapter Four.  
 

 
355 Nguyen (2017), 34 
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4    Chapter Four: Group Trust  

In the previous chapter I observed that in aesthetics, non-evidential trust often 
appears to be directed towards a collective. This is a kind of trust which coin-
cides with a desire to connect with others, to share emotionally, and to ‘fit in’ 
with a wider community. We saw that aesthetic testimonial trust often applies 
not merely to individuals but also to group-like entities, such as societies, cul-
tural movements and fan bases. We seem to listen to what these groups say, 
and to that extent at least, they have testimony-like output which serves as 
sources of information, motivation for reflection, and perhaps even as bases 
for belief. We frequently talk of trusting collectives, although not necessarily 
directly under exactly that description. For example, we trust banks to take 
responsible care of our savings and hospitals to treat our illnesses. We might 
even trust the government to deliver on their election promises. Nevertheless, 
there are clearly question marks concerning such common talk. For a start, is 
it the group itself that we trust or more simply a collection of individuals? Is 
it the testimony of group agents that we trust or do we trust groups as mere 
collective sources of information? Is it a non-evidential kind of trust that we 
have in these cases or, rather, a kind of evidential trust? And most importantly 
perhaps: what is at stake when we ask these questions? My aim in this chapter 
is not to provide direct answers to all these worries, but to explore the available 
options for answering them, and to clarify how we can talk meaningfully of a 
non-evidential interpersonal trust in the case of group aesthetic testimony.  

In §4.1 I shall run through different kinds of group dynamics in general, 
and in particular the various kinds of group dynamics we experience in aes-
thetic contexts. In §.4.2 I shall introduce some conditions which individuals 
and groups must plausibly meet in order to count as testifying. In §4.3 I shall 
examine two ways of characterizing how certain groups might meet these con-
ditions. Although it is not the main purpose of these sections to determine 
whether these accounts are successful, I shall come to the preliminary conclu-
sion that there are unresolved issues for each. Crucially, these sections intro-
duce the theoretical framework in which the central discussions concerning 
the concept of trust in group testimony are set out. Drawing from these earlier 
discussions, §4.4 will turn specifically to the notion of group trust. Although 
group trust has not received substantial attention in the relevant literature, 
much of the attention that it has received has been largely negative.356 In 

 
356 Baier (2013); Hawley (2017).  
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standard cases of trust, the truster minimally credits the trusted as having the 
agential capacity to act with responsibility in response to its environment. 
These are also among the key conditions that will be introduced in §4.2 for 
something to be able to testify. In cases of non-evidential trust more specifi-
cally, the truster is standardly credited with having the capacity to take part in 
relations, to be a party to obligations, and to have and express appropriate 
affect. When doubting that groups can have these capacities to be non-eviden-
tially trustworthy, some philosophers have questioned whether the concept of 
group trust applies to it.357 In responding to these theories, the goal of this 
chapter is to shed light on what it means to say that we have interpersonal, 
non-evidential trust in group testimony. This in turn will shed light on our 
understanding of trust in aesthetic testimony.  

4.1  Kinds of Groups 
There is a variety of different kinds of groups. This is widely reported in the 
literature on group dynamics. Christian List and Philip Pettit offer a useful 
survey:  
 

There are enormous differences among groups. They may be unified by prop-
erties that members or outsiders do not register and that do not affect anyone's 
behaviour; an example may be the group of those third-born in their families. 
They may be unified by a property that isn't salient but that affects their behav-
iour or that of outsiders, such as (perhaps) being the eldest in the family, or by 
one that is salient but that doesn't affect anyone's behaviour, such as (perhaps) 
being red-haired. Alternatively, a group may be unified by a property that is 
both epistemically salient and behaviourally influential: being of a certain eth-
nicity, religion, or gender is often like this. In addition, the members may not 
just be unified by such a property but their sharing it may be a matter of com-
mon awareness. The property may be a pre-existing marker or one created by 
the members, for example by signing up to some commitment; the members 
may construe themselves around the identity provided by that property, though 
not necessarily in exclusion of other identities.358 

 

Indeed we can say that groups are most commonly comprised in ways that to 
varying degrees capture their attitudinal or behavioural significance to them-
selves or to others.359 An individual’s membership of a group can be voluntary 
or involuntary, conscious or unconscious. Similarly, the outcomes 

 
357 Baier (2013); Hawley (2017).  
358 List and Pettit (2011), p.32.  
359 I here, like most, use the terms ‘group’ and ‘collective’ interchangeably. Observe that List 
and Pettit (2011) make a distinction between ‘groups’ and ‘mere collectives’. The former can 
survive a change of individual membership. I shall not adopt this distinction here.  
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orchestrated by the group can be voluntary or involuntary, conscious or un-
conscious, organised or unorganised.  

Drawing from this, we can start to paint a picture of the different kinds of 
groups relevant in aesthetics. The following description does not claim to cap-
ture all kinds of aesthetic groups or their underlying dynamics. Some may 
have significant overlap. I do, however, want to use the following discussion 
to help us tease out different kinds of collective entities that play a role in 
aesthetics. As we shall see, doing so is important because on some accounts 
these different aesthetic groups will require different analyses.  
 

The Test of Time 
The first kind of group is in many respects comparable to a society (spanning 
over past, present and perhaps even future members), and is broadly unified 
by having generated aesthetic judgements which have passed Hume’s ‘test of 
time’. The group need not have organised itself in any specific manner, nor do 
the members need to be aware of their membership in the group. Further, it is 
not the case that the members need to agree on all aesthetic matters. Never-
theless, over time, a range of judgements will have been affirmed by a suffi-
cient number and range of its members. As a result, the aesthetic objects tar-
geted by the judgements will attain a canonical status in virtue of the group’s 
widespread endorsement. The fact that these judgements have been affirmed 
by a sufficient proportion of the group’s members will often be apparent by 
the prevalence of the objects of aesthetic judgement in societal conscience 
since they will tend to feature in a great variety of contexts (from documen-
taries to gift-shop key-rings).  

 
Fan Club  

The second kind of group is one in which members agree sufficiently to a 
specified degree with respect to aesthetic judgements about specific artworks, 
artists and even artistic genres, and membership is obvious to its members. 
Certain aesthetic judgements are prominently recognised by the members of 
this group as a requirement for membership. This group strives to attain agree-
ment among its members about certain aesthetic matters. ‘Wagnerians’ and 
‘Swifties’ are examples of groups of this kind.  

 
‘Artworld’ Institution 

The third kind of group is a more institutionalised collective, composed of 
artists, curators, critics, museum directors, collectors and sellers. The aesthetic 
judgements of its members will tend to correspond closely to many of the 
well-established judgements that meet the ‘Test of Time’. As such, those in 
the group are deemed by other members and people outside the group to have 
good aesthetic taste, such that the group’s members (both past and present) 
are tasked collectively with the shaping of future trends and the outlook of the 
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artworld. In contrast to the ‘Test of Time’ group, each member of this group 
operates from some presumed position of authority and operates in awareness 
of their role as a figure of authority.  
 
What does it mean to say, of these kinds of groups, that we trust their testi-
mony? Note that we often regard various kinds of collectives as sources of 
information. The laughter of a crowd of people reveals that something was 
funny, for example, and the mass movement of people away from the dance 
floor indicates that the song the DJ just put on is a bad one.360 More established 
and intentionally organised collectives can play the same role as providers of 
information. Examples include when the government announces a new budget 
or a group of scientists announce that eating chocolate is, in fact, bad for us 
after all.361 Do some or all of these groups qualify as giving testimony, or are 
they all merely collective sources of information? In order to address these 
questions, we first need to identify the conditions an individual or a group 
must meet in order to qualify as testifying.  

4.2  Conditions for Testimony.  
Testifying is an act. For something to be able to testify, it must be able to meet 
the appropriate conditions required for acting. This observation immediately 
raises problems. Not only is there disagreement about whether groups meet 
the conditions for agency, there is also disagreement about what these condi-
tions are in the first place. John Hyman, for example, understands the notion 
of acting fairly liberally. For Hyman, ‘[t]o act is to intervene, to make a dif-
ference, to bring about change’, and this, he argues, can apply to inanimate 
objects, plants, bodily organs and non-human animals. The heart acts in pump-
ing blood around the body. The sun acts in melting the butter, the wind bends 
the tree’s branches, and even soap acts as a cleaning agent.362  

For most philosophers, however, the concepts of action and agency explic-
itly require the causes of change to be intentional such that the subject takes 
responsibility for the change which occurs. List and Pettit, for example, argue 
that, ‘action is always performed with a certain intention, whether it be an 
intention formed in advance or an intention that materialises with the behav-
iour; otherwise it need not amount to anything more than reflexive behav-
iour’.363 List and Pettit’s conditions for agency are quite demanding as they 
include a subject’s possession of representational states which depict the en-
vironment, motivational states in response to the environment, and the 

 
360 See Hawley (2017).  
361Ibid.  
362 Hyman (2013), pp.137–138; pp.143–145.  
363 List and Pettit (2011), p.20.  
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capacity to process these representational and motivational states such that the 
subject can act on the basis of them. A system is an agent, they argue, ‘if it 
acts so as to satisfy its desires in accordance with its beliefs, where these are 
attitudes that have propositions as contents’.364 They also claim that such an 
agent must satisfy various rationality conditions:  

 
Such a system is rational if its attitudes and actions meet consistency and ef-
fectiveness. It is capable of reasoning if it can raise questions about the rela-
tions among propositions, and between propositions and evidence; form beliefs 
about those relations; and is disposed to let these beliefs serve as checks on its 
own rationality’.365 

 
Responsibility is formed and agency occurs, they argue, where a system is 
able to reason about and reflect on available options and assess their merits.  

While List and Pettit’s conception of agency has been disputed, some ele-
ments of their account are standardly accepted by most philosophers writing 
about group testimony.366 One such element is that agency involves at least 
the capacities for responsibility and intentionality.367 Consequently, the ques-
tions which we shall first turn our attention to concern whether groups can 
possess these capacities and what they might look like in the context of a 
group.  

In the Introduction we saw that one promising account of the nature of tes-
timony is the moderate view developed from Lackey’s disjunctive account. 
On this line, S testifies that p by engaging in an act of communication, a, if 
and only if, in virtue of S’s intention to express communicable content, a is 
reasonably taken as conveying the information that p; or S reasonably intends 
to convey the information that p.368 Recall that ‘act of communication’ cap-
tures an expression made with the intention to make an utterance with poten-
tially informative content. Debora Tollefsen’s discussion of group testimony 
appeals to this account.369 Others, Miranda Fricker in particular, adopt a 
broader understanding of testimony by which testimony is simply a set of in-
tentional general ‘tellings’.370 Despite parting ways in this respect, a similar 

 
364 Ibid., p.19.  
365 Ibid. “An agent can be held responsible for its actions if: the agent faces normatively signif-
icant choices; is evidentially and otherwise in a position to judge on their normative merits; and 
is in control of those choices” (List and Pettit (2011), p.153). Such control, they argue, arises 
in a higher-order manner ‘… it can often be said to have a higher-order form of control over 
what is done, arranging things so that some individuals, maybe these, maybe those, perform the 
action in question’ (Ibid). 
366 See List and Pettit (2011) for discussion of such disagreement.  
367 The particular theorists who accept this, who we shall be looking at are Lackey (2008); 
Tollefsen (2009) and Fricker (2012).  
368 Lackey (2008), p.35. 
369Tollefsen (2009) p.10.  
370 Fricker (2012), p.254.  
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challenge is faced by both accounts, namely to explain what it is for a group 
to reasonably intend and take responsibility.  

According to Philip Pettit and David Schweikard, there are at least two rea-
sonable conditions which must be met for something to be an intention. In 
order to intend, one must first want that which is intended to happen. Second, 
one must be in a position to bring the intended thing about.371 This reflects 
standard cases of intention, such as when I intend to arrive at work early to-
morrow morning. Nevertheless, and as Pettit and Schweikard make clear, cer-
tain complications arise when we apply these conditions to a group. One of 
the main difficulties has to do with whether we should understand the inten-
tion of a group as a single intention that the group holds as a unified entity, 
existing separately from the intentions of each individual member, or whether 
the group’s intention instead reduces to or is constituted by the added inten-
tions of each individual member?372 What is more, one might wonder whether, 
for a group to have an intention, each of the members must be jointly aware 
of the group’s intention?373 Must at least some of the members be aware of the 
group’s intention? Could we really intend to do something that depends on a 
collective effort in order to be achieved, something which at least seems out 
of our individual control.374 Lastly, is the relevant intention here an intention 
that we do something together, acting as one, or is it an intention merely that 
each member plays her part?375 In the following section I shall consider some 
of the ways of approaching these questions which have gained most traction 
recently – approaches which have heavily influenced the literature on group 
trust. 

4.3  Models of Group Testimony  
In this section I shall look at the accounts of group testimony advocated by 
Fricker, Tollefsen and Lackey.376 The accounts of group testimony offered by 
Fricker and Tollefsen are grouped together here because they have a broadly 
similar response to the question of what it is for a group to intend and to take 
responsibility. Lackey’s account is a little different from the other two. Also, 
Lackey does not herself apply her moderate account of testimony to groups, 
but only to individuals.377 In the next section I shall introduce both Fricker’s, 
Tollefsen’s and Lackey’s approaches to group testimony, exposing problems 
with each of these respectively. 

 
371 Pettit and Schweikard (2006), p.22.  
372 Ibid., p.20.  
373 Ibid,. p.20 
374 Ibid., p.20 
375 Ibid,. p.20  
376 Fricker (2012); Tollefsen (2007); Lackey (2018). 
377 Lackey (2018).  
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4.3.1 Fricker and Tollefsen on Group Testimony  
In many respects, the accounts of group testimony offered by Fricker, 
Tollefsen and Lackey can be seen as a reaction against the possibility of group 
testimony by a collective which is not organised and lacks self-awareness qua 
group, such as in the Test of Time group. Here, people can serve all sorts of 
functions. They can, for example, ‘pursue bargains on an open market and 
combine to drive prices to competitive level’ or they can be ‘careless about 
littering and combine to make the neighbourhood a mess’.378 In these kinds of 
cases, people act as ‘independent agents’, without any intention to produce an 
outcome resulting from their combined action. This non-organised kind of 
group dynamic is also seen in the phenomenon of the ‘wisdom of the crowds’, 
where groups produce the collective outcome of providing reliable infor-
mation.379 This was observed already by Sir Francis Galton in 1907 when vis-
iting a village fair. Galton writes, that a large group of people visiting a village 
fair, approximately 800, ‘made an excellent estimation of the weight of a fat 
ox. The mean of estimates was 1197 pounds and the actual weight was 1998. 
Individuals who were “experts” concerning the weight of an ox (farmers, 
butchers) did not individually do so well’.380 This is a case where a group can 
be understood as a reliable provider of information, but where it is less clear 
that it can be understood as offering testimony. Tollefsen, Fricker and Lackey 
think that such groups do not in fact testify. All three agree that groups of this 
kind lack what they take to be the accountability and responsibility required 
for testifying.  

The absence of responsibility can be seen as an absence of the relevant kind 
of intention and commitment to testify. Fricker’s and Tollefsen’s accounts are 
similar in how they deem this intention to arise. For Fricker, the group only 
has accountability when it has made a commitment towards another person or 
group.381 On the moderate disjunctive account endorsed by Tollefsen, we must 
also accommodate the possibility that the group has simply made a commit-
ment to assert, regardless of to whom the assertion is made. For now, however, 
let us set these particularities aside in order to examine how both Fricker and 
Tollefsen explain the occurrence of the relevant kind of group commitment. 

It might be tempting to think that the relevant kind of group commitment 
here is one formed by consensus. This kind of commitment is what List and 
Pettit have called a ‘joint intention’ and it arises through the unanimous agree-
ment of a group’s members with, and partially in light of, the other group 
members’ contributions. This is the kind of agreement which occurs when a 

 
378 Pettit and Schweikard (2006), 19.  
379 For discussion see Tollefsen (2007), 305; Hawley (2017), 237–239. 
380 Tollefsen (2007), 305.  
381 Interestingly for Fricker, this appeal to ‘accountability’ is a reflection of a Moran-inspired 
commitment of trust (2012, 260–264) which relatse to the entrusting models seen in Chapter 
Three. This will be further discussed in Chapter Five.  
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number of individuals combine to, say, lift a heavy table or write a letter of 
protest or sing together in a choir. It could also occur if a crowd attending a 
music concert were to join forces and chant ‘one more song’. To capture this 
kind of intention, List and Schweikard distinguish between an intention to and 
an intention that. Although ‘[i]t is true that I cannot intend to X, where X-ing 
is a joint performance’, I ‘may still be able to intend that we X together’.382 
An intention that is an intention held by each member, where the collective of 
individuals pools their resources and plays their part in order to produce a 
certain result. Whilst this kind of group dynamic undoubtedly occurs at times, 
most philosophers doubt that this dynamic constitutes a group’s intention or a 
group’s testimony in any epistemically significant sense of the term.383 The 
dynamic may describe a mere summation of individual intentions, without a 
group’s intention existing over and above that of its individual members in-
tentions. The further assumption here is that it is only if the group itself has an 
intention that it can be understood as being accountable and as testifying in a 
sense that is meaningfully distinct from the intentions and possible testimony 
of any individual members. In engaging with these assumptions, Tollefsen and 
Fricker both endorse a non-summative approach to group testimony.384 All 
members of the group may testify to something that the group does not testify 
to, and the group may testify to something to which no member testifies. 

A non-summative approach is well-placed to explain the sense in which a 
group may have mental or intentional states, or act in a manner that is distinct 
from its members. Similar ideas are used in relation to the concept of group 
belief.385 However, one of the more notable and frequently mentioned appli-
cations of this approach to testimony is more controversial than one might 
think.386 Both the approach and the controversy is best brought out by the fol-
lowing example. Consider the group testimony case outlined in Tollefsen’s 
early account. She asks us to consider a report issued in 2002 by 47 members 
of the UN Population Commission, a commission set up to offer communica-
tion on a demographic question.387 

  
Can [the testimony] be reduced to the testimony of all or some of the 47 mem-
bers? We know that no one individual wrote the report. Most probably the in-
formation was compiled by a variety of individuals. The members themselves 

 
382 Pettit and Schweikard (2006), p.21. 
383 Ibid; Tollefsen (2007); Fricker (2012). 
384 Tollefsen (2007); Fricker (2012).  
385 Kay Mathiesen, for example, asks us to imagine a group composed of four members who 
gather together to determine a student’s (Joe’s) grade. Mathiesen argues that the group’s view 
might be that Joe deserves a B. Nevertheless not one of the group’s members need hold this 
belief: Susan thinks that Joe deserves an A, Fred thinks Joe deserves a C+, Beth a B+ etc. The 
idea is that the group view is more than simply the views of the individual member. The idea is 
that the view that Joe deserves a B is an independent view of the group. (2006, 162–163). 
386 See Lackey (2014), p.70.  
387 She simply assumes that such a case is a case of testimony, for her the relevant question is 
instead whether the group itself has testified.  
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probably did not do the research. The person who typed the final document 
may or may not have been a council member. Further it is possible that indi-
vidual members had no definitive views regarding the issues focused on in the 
report, and if they did have views concerning it they certainly did not have all 
the information provided in the report. We can also imagine that despite the 
committee’s report each member remains sceptical. They do not believe the 
contents of the report, yet it remains the report of the committee because of the 
organisation context in which it was written.388 

 

Many philosophers have interpreted this argument as follows: in the case of 
the UN commission, given that no single member of the commission may be-
lieve, be a reliable testifier to, or possess the (whole) information contained in 
the report, the group itself must be recognised as the distinctive source of the 
testimony. As set out by Lackey, the argument looks roughly like this:  

 
1. A group, G, can provide testimony that p, even in cases where no single 

member of G believes that p.  
2. Therefore G itself is the source of the testimony that p.  

 
With the implicit assumption:  
3. A speaker, S, can testify that p only if S believes that p.389  
 

Yet, as Lackey rightly notes, (3) is in fact false. It fails to recognise that one 
can testify that p despite having every intention to deceive and despite pos-
sessing various defeaters for p. As she writes, ‘[w]hen, for instance, a person 
commits perjury by lying under oath, it is never concluded that she failed to 
provide testimony; instead it is said that she offered testimony that is false or 
unreliable, but testimony nonetheless’.390 That said, there is a more commonly 
accepted commitment, namely the assumption that: 

 
4. A hearer can come to know that p on the basis of a speaker’s testimony 

that p only if the speaker knows that p.391  
 

The idea reflected in (4) is shared widely as, for example, in Steven Reynolds’ 
claim that ‘if you tell me that p, I can thereby come to know that p only if you 
already know it’.392 In a similar vein, Robert Audi states that ‘I cannot (testi-
monially) give you knowledge that p without knowledge that p […] . Testi-
monially based knowledge is received by transmission and so depends on the 

 
388 Tollefsen (2007), pp.301–302.  
389 Lackey (2014), p.70.  
390 Ibid.  
391 Ibid., p.71.  
392 Reynolds (2002), p.142; see also Lackey (2014), p.71.  
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attester’s knowing that p’.393 Support for this commitment derives from the 
premise that testimonial knowledge is acquired only through transmission. 
Testimony, like memory, is only said to be capable of transmitting knowledge. 
Unlike perception and judgement, it cannot generate it. Accordingly, one 
might hold the following:  

 
5. A hearer can come to know that p on the basis of the testimony that p is 

provided by a group, yet it may be the case that no single member of the 
group believes, and hence no single member of the group knows, that p.  

6. Therefore the group’s testimony that p is the source of the hearer’s 
knowledge.394  

 

Nevertheless (4) appears false too. 395 This has been argued by Lackey, and the 
point is best brought out in the context of the Creationist Teacher case. Let me 
paraphrase: Stella, a devoutly Christian fourth-grade teacher, believes in cre-
ationism and accordingly believes that evolutionary theory is false. When 
tasked with teaching evolutionary theory she sets her own religious beliefs 
aside. She is aware of the large amount of scientific evidence in favour of 
evolutionary theory and ‘regards it as her duty as a teacher to present material 
that is best supported by the available evidence’.396 Accordingly, when teach-
ing the theory of evolution it seems that her students come to learn through 
testimony something that Stella herself neither believes nor knows.397  

It appears, then, that someone can be a testifier despite lacking knowledge 
on the matter to which she has testified. Neither the knowledge that p nor the 
belief that p is necessary for a hearer to acquire a belief or knowledge that p 
on the basis of a speaker’s testimony. Lackey takes the above to undermine 
the possibility of the UN commission testifying qua group.  

Is this the right way to proceed? The non-summative claim seems not to be 
one according to which, given that no single member of the commission need 
even believe nor testify to the information contained in the report, the group 
itself must be recognised as the distinctive source of the testimony. Instead, 
the following seems to be the central thought: given that no single member of 
the commission need even be aware of nor testify to the information contained 
in the report, the group itself must be recognised as the distinctive source of 
the testimony. Note that Stella was still aware of that which she was testifying 
to – she had the capacity to reliably testify that p. Even if actual reliability in 
testimony is not necessary, the capacity to reliably testify might well be. The 
question remains as to whether the capacity to testify is lacking in the case of 

 
393 Audi (1999), p.410; see also Lackey (2014), p.71.  
394 Lackey (2014), p.71.  
395 Similar results arise in cases where the speaker possesses an undefeated defeater, but never-
theless reliably conveys information without transmitting the defeater to the hearers. 
396 Lackey (2008), p.48.  
397 See Lackey (2014), p.71. The same argument can be found in Lackey (2008).  
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the members of the UN. This group is organised in a manner that is committed 
to communicating something as a group. Indeed, that is why the commission 
was formed in the first place. It is also the case that whilst the members of the 
group have not unanimously committed to testifying that p, they have never-
theless committed to testifying to something as a group. Given the way the 
group has been organised it remains an open question whether the group itself 
testifies that p or not.  

Nevertheless, some difficulties remain for this account. One of the most 
concerning features of this kind of approach is that it straightforwardly as-
sumes that the report by the UN commission is a case of testimony, as opposed 
to a mere possible source of information. It assumes that there is an act, and a 
testifier. In the context of the current debate, it assumes something which is, 
in fact, one of the central questions under scrutiny, namely that there is testi-
mony in this context and that we need only be on the lookout for a testifier. 
Another important issue arises in connection with the observation that there 
are other groups which produce communicative content which no single mem-
ber need even be aware of (as in the cases of Galton’s ox and the Test of Time 
group). In trying to establish what distinguishes these cases apart from that of 
the UN commission, the main difference is that in the former cases, the indi-
vidual members lack awareness of themselves as members of a group with a 
mutual commitment to offer communicative information. It remains unclear 
to me, however, why a commitment to testify needs to be made by individuals 
who are also conscious of their own status as members of the group. If the 
group itself is understood to be a distinctive agent, surely what is more im-
portant is a commitment by ‘the group’ itself. What such a commitment looks 
like is precisely what is in question now. 

4.3.2  Lackey on Group Testimony  
The second approach to group testimony that we shall look at is the one de-
fended by Lackey. This approach holds that the act of group testimony does 
in part reduce to the intentions of an individual, even though this individual 
need not be a member of the group. There is also a broader sense in which the 
group itself (over and above its individual members) remains the epistemic 
source and therefore retains responsibility for that action. Lackey’s account 
can be seen as an appeal to group testimony by an authorised spokesperson. 
The group speaks through the spokesperson and takes full responsibility for 
the spokesperson’s testimony.398  

Now, who has the status of an authorised spokesperson? Lackey’s answer 
stands in opposition to that offered by Kirk Ludwig.399 According to Ludwig, 
the spokesperson acquires their status through unanimous acceptance by all 

 
398 Lackey (2018).  
399 Lackey (2018), p.23; Ludwig (2014).  
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the group members. Ludwig argues that ‘individuals making assertions are 
spokespeople only when their status is granted as such by the relevant mem-
bers of the community, which here includes all members of the group and 
audience in question’.400 For Lackey, by contrast, groups can testify through a 
spokesperson not only when the audience members reject her status but also 
when the majority of the group’s members do too. To bring this claim out she 
invites us to consider the case of Jane and the sexist police department:  
 

Suppose, for instance, that the police chief of a nearly universally sexist com-
munity has the sole power to designate a spokesperson to represent the depart-
ment with regard to a highly publicised murder investigation, and for the first 
time in history he appoints a woman to this role. Let’s call her Jane. Suppose 
further that the community finds the appointment of a woman utterly unac-
ceptable and so refuses to listen to, or accept, anything that Jane asserts. Has 
Jane [the appointed spokesperson] asserted on the police department’s behalf? 
To my mind, the answer is clearly yes. What is needed for a spokesperson to 
assert on behalf of a group is that she has the authority to do so, regardless of 
whether this is recognised by the audience members.401  

 

In this case, someone’s authority obtains even where most of the group’s 
members need not recognise this. If, say, it is written into the department’s 
constitution that the chief of police has the authority to assign a spokesperson 
for the department and if, further, it is written into the policies of that depart-
ment that consensus on part of the other member is not necessary in order for 
this authority to be exercised, then the members’ disdain does not necessarily 
undermine the spokesperson’s authority. This is not to deny that consensus 
can be required for the exercise of authority. Consensus can undermine it too, 
but this highlights that there is a multitude of other ways in which authority 
can be assigned – and undermined (constitution or policy, heritage, etc.).402  

Lackey’s proposal is of particular relevance to us despite not being without 
problems. For one thing, it remains unclear why the group itself retains re-
sponsibility for the spokesperson’s testimony. We can put pressure on the idea 
that the group itself retains responsibility by observing how Lackey herself 
points out that most spokespersons have substantial autonomy in their asser-
tions as spokespeople: 

 
A spokesperson is not merely a parrot or a mouthpiece with a script, repeat-

ing verbatim what they have heard from members. Even more strongly, a 
spokesperson often asserts on behalf of the group without consulting the 
group.403 

 
400 Lackey (2018), p.24.  
401 Emphasis original. Ibid., p.24.  
402 Lackey (2018), p27.  
403 Ibid., p.29.  
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Spokespersons may, for example, be required to answer questions on the spot, 
have expertise that extends beyond the group and its individual members, and 
assert claims that the group and its members are unaware of. Drawing from 
Lackey’s example, spokesperson might, say, assert that smoking does not 
cause disease X even if no member of the group has ever heard of disease X 
(let alone have beliefs about X).404  

Concerns about responsibility are further amplified by Lackey’s distinction 
between a ‘rogue’ spokesperson and a ‘bad’ one. The rogue spokesperson tes-
tifies that p on behalf of G without the authority to do so or without doing so 
in virtue of this authority. To use Lackey’s example, ‘Philip Morris’s spokes-
person might assert that the company’s favourite movie is Citizen Kane’.405 
The bad spokesperson testifies that p on behalf of the group and has the au-
thority to do so ‘but nonetheless fails through incompetence or negligence’ to 
say what the group intends for the spokesperson to assert on its behalf.406 This 
kind of spokesperson would, for example, be bad at drawing inferences about 
the group’s wider set of beliefs. Most notably, she notes, this has the striking 
consequence that the bad spokesperson might testify that p ‘even when every 
member of the group protests that the spokesperson in question made a serious 
mistake in asserting that p on their behalf’.407 Interestingly, this is a conse-
quence that Lackey is happy to accept. She argues that this kind of thing hap-
pens regularly, for example ‘if [we] hire a sloppy or mediocre attorney to de-
fend [us] in a lawsuit, [we] might end up asserting through the attorney that, 
for instance, [we will] accept a settlement offer, despite this not being what 
[we] ultimately wanted’.408 

Lackey does not really clarify why the group itself remains the distinctive 
source of the testimony which retains responsibility in these kinds of cases. 
Philosophers who appeal to the concept of a distinctive group agent generally 
argue that the value to be had by postulating the existence of a group agent 
lies in the fact that it enables us to ascribe responsibility where it might other-
wise be lacking. We can, for example, blame BP for the latest oil spill, or the 
government for the underfunding of the health services.409 But even if the 
spokesperson lacks responsibility in the cases that Lackey describes, and even 
if the full weight of responsibility cannot be placed on any one of the group’s 
members, this may not suffice to justify the creation of a group agent to take 
the weight of the blame. It might just be that there are only individual respon-
sibilities. Perhaps ascribing responsibility to the group as a whole lets individ-
uals off the hook too easily. There is much more to be said on these issues. 

 
404 Ibid., p.30.  
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What I hope to bring out in this section is the turbulent landscape that we find 
ourselves in when discussing the notion of trust in group testimony.  

4.4  Group Trust  
It is against the backdrop of the tensions sketched above that we now approach 
the concept of trust in group testimony. In this section I shall introduce a few 
different conceptions of group trust which can be found in the literature.  

4.4.1 Agent Directed Trust 
As we saw in Chapter Three, in standard cases of trust the truster accredits the 
trusted with agential capacities – the capacity to act and take responsibility for 
those actions. For non-evidential trust, the truster can often also be accredited 
with the capacity to have affectively charged expectations, the ability to regard 
themselves in relation to other people, have obligations, beliefs and desires. 
In straightforwardly doubting that groups have these kinds of capacities, An-
nette Baier simply denies that any normative, affectively charged and inter-
personal kind of trust (that of the non-evidential kind) can apply to a group. 
Her reference to group trust is only brief, but interesting. She writes that ‘[w]e 
might hazard that accounts of trust which emphasise mutuality, emotional af-
fect and complex relationships will in general not apply to more distant forms 
of trust … including trust in collective entities’.410 The idea is that any account 
of trust, such as the non-evidential one we are focusing on, will not apply to 
groups, since groups lack the kinds of abilities which are required for an entity 
to be able to be deemed trustworthy. Baier’s suggestion thus rejects the ap-
plicability of the kind of trust that we are most interested in to the case of 
groups.  

Now, even if it turned out that Baier is right and groups do not have the 
relevant agential abilities for group trust (such as the capacity to have affec-
tively charged expectations, relations, obligations, beliefs, desires, etc.), this 
would only seem to demonstrate that any trust directed towards a purported 
group agent is in error (since there would be no group agent). Indeed, it would 
not demonstrate that there can never be any trust directed to or applied to a 
purported group agent. What I will bring out over the course of this section is 
that we might still apply this non-evidential trust to those whom we (even if 
only implicitly) regard or treat as a non-evidentially trustworthy group agent, 
whether or not there actually is a group agent. That we might still apply non-
evidential trust in such a case can be supported by the claim developed in 
Chapter Three. This was the idea that the truster’s non-evidential trust should 
be captured solely by the affective attitudes that the truster hold towards the 

 
410 Baier (2013), pp.175-176.  
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trusted, and not the affective attitudes that trust appropriately leaves the trusted 
liable to feel nor the affective attitudes that the trusted holds towards the 
truster. So, regardless of whether a group has agency or if the group is simply 
a collection of individual agents who each have agency as such, one might 
still approach this group with a trust which engages with the group as if it were 
a relevantly agent-like entity. That is to say, as if it were an appropriate recip-
ient of non-evidential trust nevertheless.  

Drawing on Chapter Three, we can acknowledge the possibility that regard-
less of whether one believes that groups have agency or, perhaps even more 
strongly, that they do not, it may nonetheless be possible that one treats what 
one trusts as a relevantly agent-like recipient of non-evidential trust. As seen 
in Chapter Three, the trust in question is non-evidential and often at least 
partly affective. Non-evidential trust minimally involves regarding the trusted 
entity to have a positive agential disposition such that the truster expects that 
the trusted should and will do j. There is no reason to think that this always 
corresponds to all the doxastic attitudes in one’s possession.411 We shall say 
more about this in what follows and in Chapter Five.  

Another point worth highlighting here is that irrespective of whether there 
is in fact a group agent or if there is just a mere collection of individual agents 
for us to trust, and irrespective of whether our trust is directed towards a col-
lection of individual agents or purported group-agents, our trust will be agent-
directed. Either way, our engagements with groups remain relevantly interper-
sonal. Trust is directed towards those whom we consider to be agents. Fur-
thermore, regardless of where one’s trust is directed, what is epistemically 
important is that trust in this context is something which we can use to form 
beliefs or from which we can learn something. Also, regardless of whether 
there is in fact a group agent for us to trust or a mere collection of individual 
agents, and regardless of where one’s trust is actually directed, non-evidential 
trust may still be valuable practically speaking. In particular, it will remain an 
attitude which can foster a communal sense of belonging. This is of course not 
to say that settling on the question of to whom we assign trust has no practical 
significance at all. As we have seen in discussing the case of BP in §4.3, those 
who advocate the concept of group agency argue that if we treat groups as if 
they were agents, then groups can enter into commitments and be held respon-
sible for their actions in a manner which exceeds the responsibility of each 
individual member such that even if each individual is excused the group itself 
can retain responsibility. However, and as indicated above, there is some 
doubt about both the value and legitimacy of this move.412 What we can affirm 

 
411 To this degree trust would be more comparable to the phenomenon of recalcitrant emotions. 
See Chapter Three for further discussion.  
412 There are various other implications. For example, I think the prospect of having our trust 
reciprocated in both group-agents and groups-as-collection-of-individuals may be slim, com-
pared to the trust we assign to just one individual. Nevertheless this will do little to undermine 
our trust, unlike love and friendship when one trusts we need not expect that the truster will 
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here is that either way, trust directed towards both purported group agents and 
collections of individual agents may serve some practical benefit.  

The arguments of the preceding paragraph can be challenged on a few 
points. First, one could accept that there is something of both epistemic and 
practical benefit to trusting both a group-qua-agent and trusting a group-qua-
collection-of-individuals but deny that we should keep the possibility of en-
gaging with the former open.413 This would involve denying that we ever do 
affectively treat collectives as agents. In the next section I shall respond to this 
line of thought. Second, one could deny that when we trust we regard those 
whom we trust as agents. I think this seems implausible given the nature of 
trust outlined in Chapter Three. Nevertheless, in what follows I shall use this 
opportunity to offer some further clarifications on the matter.  

4.4.2 The first challenge.  
The best way of launching the first kind of challenge is to insist that non-
evidential trust is necessarily formed in the light of certain beliefs (where such 
beliefs are always consistent with other held beliefs). The first commitment of 
such a challenge would be that, to have non-evidential trust, one must mini-
mally already have the belief that the entity in question exists (i.e. in this par-
ticular case, one would have to have a belief that there is a relevant kind of 
group agent). The second commitment would hold that, when engaging with 
collectives, we do not believe that such an entity exists and we often, more 
strongly, believe that it does not exist. Whether or not this second commitment 
is true, I think there is good reason to think that the first commitment is not. 
To bring this out I want to appeal to a different philosophical debate in aes-
thetics.  

Consider the well-known debate about the so-called ‘paradox of fiction’. 
This is broadly the concern about whether one can have genuine emotions 
(such as fear and pity) for fictional characters one believes not to exist. Alt-
hough there are several versions of this purported paradox, the central dialec-
tic typically runs in the following manner: A has some emotion directed to-
wards B (e.g. pity) such that A pities B; to pity someone, one must believe 
that they exist and are suffering; A does not believe that B exists.414 Most phi-
losophers with a stake in this discussion take the view that we ought to deny 
the second premise.415 This is to say, most hold that there is no need to believe 
in the existence of an entity in order to have emotions towards it. Now, the 

 
trust us as well. See Holton and Domenicucci for discussion on the reciprocal impact of trusting 
groups. 
413 As we shall see Hawley (2017) comes closest to taking this line.  
414 For helpful overview see Robert Stecker, (2011).  
415 See Carroll (1990); Gendler and Kovakovich, (2006); Moran (2005), among many others. 
Even those who are keen to put pressure on the other premises, are also keen to retain the re-
jection of the second premise. See for example Stecker, (2011).  
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match with our case is not perfect. This is because, as discussed in Chapter 
Three, it is not clear that trust is an emotion. Further, I do not aim to resolve 
the paradox of fiction here. In extrapolating broadly, I simply want to highlight 
that it is controversial, perhaps more than one might initially assume, to hold 
that in order for us to have an affective response to something we must also 
believe in the existence of that thing. In drawing from this debate it is clear 
that we cannot simply assume that just because we lack a belief about the 
existence of something, we will thereby lack the possibility of experiencing 
feelings of trustworthiness toward it.  

 Although no philosophers address the challenge about non-evidential 
group trust in exactly this manner, there is an account which comes close to 
endorsing the first kind of challenge, namely that offered by Katherine Haw-
ley. As we have seen in Chapter Three, Hawley’s portrayal of trust differs in 
various ways from the one developed in Chapter Three.416 Nevertheless, she 
engages with a similar line of reasoning to the first kind of challenge in a 
manner which is relevant for us to consider here.  

Hawley’s discussion starts with the denial that groups have agential capac-
ities. Hawley makes this denial by questioning whether groups can have re-
sponsibility and drawing on the kind of considerations we looked at in §4.3. 
She argues that in our interactions with collectives the responsibility either 
reduces to that of the individual members or there is no responsibility to be 
ascribed. Her account of responsibility places weight on the notion of control. 
She argues that the absence of responsibility in cases of purported group tes-
timony can be established by the fact that such testimony is not given as the 
result of free choice. Group statements, she argues, ‘do not have the status of 
freely chosen words […] instead we can see groups as producing statements 
via the functioning of various internal mechanisms’.417 Hawley then proceeds 
to suggest that we are sensitive to the absence of group agency and that, be-
cause of this, we ‘appropriately’ do not trust them. She acknowledges that 
there can be situations in which it appears that a group produces a statement 
above and beyond the contribution of the individual members and suggests 
that ‘wisdom of the crowd’ cases captured for example by Galton are like 
this.418 However, she also holds that, ‘appropriately, if we appreciate that we 
face such a situation, we are not tempted’ to trust them.419 In particular she 
argues that we are not tempted ‘to adopt reactive attitudes towards the crowd’, 
that is to say that we are not tempted to feel the pull of attitudes such as be-
trayal and gratitude in these cases. Hawley also makes the further assumption 
that the absence of a liability to feel betrayal is indicative of the fact that such 

 
416 In her endorsement of the attitude-liability assumptions, the reliance-plus model, and her 
emphasis on commitments.  
417 Hawley (2017), p.242.  
418 Ibid., pp.237–238.  
419 Ibid., p.244.  



 142 

a case is not a case of trust.420 For her, trust in collectives is ‘impersonal’ when 
it should be personal, and argues that the concepts of betrayal – and other 
concepts typically present in normatively laden trust such as insult and a risk 
of objectification – do not apply to our group interactions.421  

I find Hawley’s discussion problematic on several counts. As we have al-
ready seen in Chapter Three, I reject the idea that the presence of reactive 
attitudes is a marker of trust. I also reject the assumption that the general ab-
sence of such reactive attitudes is a marker of an absence of trust. In Chapter 
Three I nevertheless acknowledged that we may have such reactive attitudes 
when trusting, and I am suspicious of the idea that we never adopt reactive 
attitudes of betrayal in these cases. I am also not convinced that our reactive 
attitudes, and more broadly any affective attitudes relevant to trust, are always 
in appropriate accordance with our beliefs. The reasons for this relate to the 
reasons seen in Chapter Three pertaining to non-evidential trust’s treatment of 
evidence.  

Hawley’s discussion of our ‘appropriate’ response to Galton’s case of the 
wisdom of crowds suggests that when engaging with collectives we often have 
a clear understanding of whom our trust is directed towards. More specifically, 
it follows from her argument that we have often made a reasoned assessment 
of whether groups have agency and concluded that they do not. We therefore 
refrain from feeling the pull of affective reactive attitudes towards trusting 
groups. But I am not convinced that any affective attitudes that we feel, or are 
liable to feel, need to be so reasoned. Let me explain why. 

An appeal to Nguyen’s account of trust towards ‘non-agents’ is helpful 
here.422 Nguyen argues that we hold attitudes of betrayal and gratitude to non-
agents all the time. This, he says, is reflected in the way we respond to failings 
of technology (such as smartphones and Google algorithms), the way we re-
spond to the failings of our memory when it starts to fade, and also in the way 
athletes (such as rock-climbers and hikers) speak of more than mere disap-
pointment when a rope frays, say, or the ground gives way beneath them.423 
Nguyen claims that in such cases we feel betrayed ‘by something that was 
tightly integrated into [our] basic functioning until it started to let [us] 
down’.424 Betrayal in this context is connected to a sense of integration. When 
interacting with inanimate objects such as the ones captured above we have 
attempted to rectify our cognitive finitude with their help. We have integrated 
this object into our way of functioning so much so that we have ‘outsourced 
our agency’ to them.425 And if these objects do not function in the manner we 

 
420 Ibid., p.244.  
421 Ibid., p.234.  
422 Nguyen (forthcoming-b) 
423 Ibid.  
424 Ibid.  
425 Ibid. 
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assume, we can feel betrayed by them.426 Nguyen here observes how earth-
quake survivors often speak of how ‘[t]here is something about being betrayed 
by the ground underneath you that feels like the ultimate treachery’.427 Pre-
sumably, in such cases we do not believe that these objects have agency but 
feel betrayed by them nonetheless. Interestingly, Nguyen here, like Hawley, 
adopts the attitude liability assumptions and argues that given the presence of 
a liability to betrayal we have cases of trust. According to Nguyen, ‘we know 
that we are in the presence of trust when we are willing to speak of betrayal’.428 
Since I have addressed the limitations of the attitude-liability assumptions in 
Chapter Three, I will not dwell on that issue here. At present, I simply want to 
show that there are problems for the broad assumption that we are not able 
feel certain things towards entities, if we believe that those entities do not ex-
ist.  

Practically, speaking, it is likely that many of us do not have a clear picture 
of the target of our trust when that trust is directed towards a collective. It is 
also likely that many of us will not have reflected on the nature of group 
agency. Even if we had reflected on such things, and supposing further that 
we had concluded that groups lack agency, we may still treat the group in 
question as if it had agency. Indeed, I think we should acknowledge the pos-
sibility that we might sometimes treat the collection of individuals in an an-
thropomorphised manner. That is to say, one in which we how we affectively 
feel does not necessarily correspond with our beliefs on the matter.  

Nguyen challenges the idea that trust is always driven by a ‘clear and pre-
sent rational force’.429 Whilst our accounts diverge in that we adopt slightly 
different conceptions of what trust is and entails, I agree that it is right to chal-
lenge the idea that trust is always driven by a ‘clear and present rational force’. 
This fully accords with the account of non-evidential outlined in Chapter 
Three.  

 It remains possible for someone sympathetic to Hawley’s line to respond 
to Nguyen’s discussion on betrayal by objecting that he has got the locus of 
trust wrong. Objectors might say that we do have trust in this context, but that 
our trust has simply shifted to a third party, a designer or creator (such that it 
is not the plane or the rope, or the bridge that we trust but, rather, those who 
designed them). I think there is something to this point, but it is still not clear 
that it captures the whole story. Nguyen has two broad responses to this kind 
of objection, and I do not think that these responses capture the whole story 
either. First, he argues that such a suggestion only has a bearing on designed 
objects (such as ropes and mobile phones) and only a limited ability to accom-
modate the kinds of non-agents that he is interested. Second, he holds that 

 
426 Or a sense of ‘alienation’, which he claims is ‘a type (or at least a close neighbour) of be-
trayal. See Ibid. 
427 Ibid.  
428 Ibid.  
429 Ibid. 
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even designed objects are not fully covered by this explanation.430 Nguyen 
observes that designed objects (such as complex computer algorithms) can 
often run beyond their creator’s abilities and evolve beyond the intentional 
control of the institutions that made them.431 He here relies on two implicit 
assumptions, namely that responsibility relates to control and that in such a 
case the creators lack the requisite control. Nevertheless, we should 
acknowledge that even if we grant these implicit assumptions, an objector 
might still point out that in cases of computer algorithms and the like, we 
might regard them to have once held responsibility. And so we might hold 
these creators responsible insofar as they created the entity. It is certainly true 
that any trust we have in the kinds of situations described above merely re-
flects trust towards third party agents, those whom we do believe to be agents 
and who are implicated by the dynamic. That said, and in this I part further 
company from Hawley, there seems to be no good reason to think that our 
trust always accords with our beliefs about the existence of the agents in-
volved. I think it possible that we place our trust in an anthropomorphised 
manner in group agents themselves even if we lack the belief that there are 
group agents. The fact that non-evidential trust is often a particular form of a 
non-evidentially derived affective regard keeps this option open. 

4.4.2 The second kind of challenge 
Nguyen’s discussion of non-agents may also be of use to us in response to the 
second kind of challenge to my analysis, even if just to enable us to make a 
point of clarification. Nguyen rejects claims according to which the ‘truster 
must ascribe some complete agential state to the trusted’. In this way it is 
denied that when trusting we must ascribe agency to the trusted. I think this 
claim is right if the term ‘ascribe’ is here understood to capture ‘a clear and 
present, rational’ postulation. Nevertheless I think we should reject this claim 
if ‘ascribe’ refers to something else. Trust necessarily involves regarding or 
treating something as an agent and, as we have seen in Chapter Three, there is 
reason to think that this often, at least partly, involves an affective dimension. 
Neither non-evidential trust as a partly affective phenomenon, nor broader 
cognitive regard is governed by clear and present evidential reasons. Indeed 
when non-evidentially trusting we may often ignore such considerations.  

According to Nguyen, the kind of trust which we hold towards non-agents 
involves nothing more than the suspension of deliberation. To use his words, 
‘to trust something, in this sense, is to put it outside the space of evaluation 
and deliberation – to rely on it without pausing to think about whether it will 
actually come through for you’.432 He labels this ‘the unquestioning attitude’ 
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and applies it specifically to non-agents (such as inanimate objects, natural 
entities, body parts). He further suggests that it might apply to groups.433 This 
kind of trust involves a simple disposition to refrain from questioning a matter 
on which you have previously settled – more specifically, a disposition not to 
question the functional prowess of a particular entity which you regard highly; 
to ‘lower the barrier of monitoring, challenging, checking, and questioning – 
to let something… play an immediate role in one’s cognition and activity. It 
is, in a sense, to give an external resource a direct line into one’s reasoning 
and agency’434. This is a dispositional attitude in which we are ‘resistant’ to 
questioning but not immune to it. If we feel compelled to start questioning the 
reliability of the object, then to this degree we have lost this trust. To put this 
attitude into a wider context, it is an attitude consistent with the standard non-
evidential commitment examined in Chapter Three, discussed by Karen Jones 
among many others. On this line, when we trust we are willing to forego 
searching for further evidence on the matter. Nguyen’s ‘unquestioning atti-
tude’ goes slightly further. Here we do not merely have a willingness to ab-
stain from searching for further evidence, we also have a willingness to abstain 
from assessing and weighing up the practical, social, moral, and epistemic im-
plications of regarding the interlocutor as trustworthy. Interestingly, many in-
stances of non-evidential trust look like this. Nevertheless, it is important to 
note that the kind of trust which I have described is a candidate of non-evi-
dential trust in virtue of it being directed to those whom we still treat as agents. 

The fact that we still approach the entity as an agent is obvious from termi-
nology involved. Observe Nguyen’s own wording of how ‘it started to let [us] 
down’. This is terminology which postulates action, and postulated action in-
volves a postulated agent. This, in turn, is reflected in the wider terminology 
of betrayal in the context of non-agents. Similar indications can be found in 
everyday usage. The Huffington Post, for example, ran the following headline 
in 2016 ‘Why Your Memory Betrays You’. 435 Whilst this can serve as evi-
dence in support of the terminology of betrayal directed towards a non-agent, 
there is nothing to suggest that we do not in an important manner treat it as a 
non-agent. On the contrary, the terminology implies that your memory has 
done something to you.  

 
433 Nguyen understands ‘agency’ in terms of an entity possessing ‘a belief, motivation, a dispo-
sition, or commitment’. The inclusion of ‘a disposition,’ within this disjunction may make this 
account appear fairly broad, comparable to that of Hyman. Indeed some regard butter to have a 
disposition to melt under certain temperatures, glass to have a disposition to break when 
dropped, rope to hold weight but to snap under certain tension. Nevertheless Nguyen is clear 
that he regards inanimate objects such as those to be included in the category of ‘non-agents’, 
such objects are of Nguyen’s prime examples.  
434 Ibid.  
435 Stoddah (2017).  
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4.5  Concluding remarks 
Let me draw some preliminary conclusions. In this chapter I have introduced 
various kinds of groups in aesthetic contexts and have argued that, regardless 
of whether any specific kind of group has agency or not, when one is trusts, 
one trusts what one regards to be (or treats as) an appropriate recipient of an 
interpersonal relationship of non-evidential trust. This does not entail a com-
mitment to the claim that we always do regard groups as agents, although it is 
a commitment to the claim that we always do regard those whom we trust – 
whether it is a group-qua-agent, or group-qua-collection-of-individuals – to 
be agent(s). It is an agent-directed kind of trust. I have argued that, epistemi-
cally speaking, it does not matter which of these (groups-qua-agents or group-
qua-collection-of-individuals) we engage with given that both of these are 
agents from which we can learn. I have also argued that, more practically 
speaking, the engagement may still be valuable either way given that the atti-
tude will remain one which fosters an interpersonal communal sense of be-
longing on any scenario. As explained above, I have not argued that the con-
cept of group agency has no unique practical significance. Rather, I have held 
that engaging with the entity may be practically valuable. As we have seen, 
those who defend the concept of group agency argue that groups can enter into 
commitments and be held responsible for their actions in a manner that valu-
ably exceeds the responsibility of each individual member such that even if 
each individual is excused the group itself can retain responsibility.  

This might be a helpful notion for us in aesthetics as many aesthetic groups, 
such as the Test of Time group and The Artworld Institution group have been 
a source of distrust. With no independent means of verifying the matter, those 
who have placed their trust in them have tended to feel vulnerable. The Art-
world Institution, for example, is a collective which has brought us human 
excrement in a tin (Piero Manzoni, Artist’s Shit (1961)), and a banana taped to 
a wall (Maurizio Cattelan, Comedian (2021)), each selling for hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars. Instead of interpreting this as an artform which pushes the 
boundaries of ‘what art is’, many art appreciators have been left with the sink-
ing feeling that the artworld deceives them. Indeed, the headlines have fre-
quently observed this kind of phenomenon. For example, the New York Times, 
the BBC, the Guardian, Independent and countless other news sources re-
cently reported on how a pair of glasses which had been left on the floor of 
the San Francisco Museum of Modern art as a prank by California teenagers, 
was regarded as art by visitors within minutes of them being left there.436 
Again, a flower delivery company was responsible for a viral (fake) news 
story, posing as a report by the BBC which ran with the headline ‘Radiohead 
Fans Left Red-Faced After Applauding Tuning Session’437. The popularity of 

 
436 Mele (2016); Hunt (2016); Hooton (2016); BBC (2016).  
437 Britton (2017).  
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both of these stories reflects the sense of unease felt by a wider public and 
general concern that the institutions which support art are entities we should 
be weary of engaging with and which do not always earn our trust. Given the 
above, however, I think we can say that this kind of trust remains relevantly 
interpersonally-orientated and agent-directed. We can set aside, for now, the 
matter of whether the trust and distrust towards collectives in aesthetic con-
texts reflects on the ‘group’ itself or on the individuals which comprise it.  
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5. Chapter Five: The Positive Epistemic 
Significance of Non-Evidential Trust 

Drawing from Chapters Three and Four, it is clear that there are various prac-
tical benefits which come from non-evidential trust. Trusting others enables 
us to deepen our relationship with them. It encourages an inter-connectedness 
and supports the fulfilment of the widely-held desire to belong to a commu-
nity. It helps us to provide a support network, and it allows us to be part of 
something bigger than ourselves. That there are also numerous practical 
downsides to non-evidential trust is also true, but what I shall focus on here is 
the extent of the difficulties that we face in trying to find good epistemic rea-
sons associated with non-evidential trust. This difficulty may be surprising. I 
have introduced trust here as a means by which we acquire beliefs in light of 
deference to testimony, when we hope to improve our epistemic standing.438 
But how, if it is non-evidential, does the relevant kind of trust contribute to 
something’s having positive epistemic standing? 

Sensibly enough, a number of authors deny that non-evidential trust has 
positive epistemic significance, but those who do not deny this face various 
key problems, three of which I shall introduce here.439 The First Key Concern 
questions how there can be cases of non-evidential trust which offer an epis-
temic benefit without adherence to or reliance on evidence, and where in cases 
in which evidence is possessed, the evidence is not given any significant mo-
tivational weight. It is not clear how non-evidential trust can have a positive 
epistemic impact without relying on evidence. Yet one does not rely on evi-
dence when non-evidentially trusting  

The Second Key Concern with the epistemic status of non-evidential trust 
arises by noting that, not only does there appear to be an absence of epistemic 
reasons to trust, but that there are even epistemic reasons to avoid trusting. In 
particular I shall focus here on how non-evidential trust threatens to violate 
epistemic norms of rationality. ‘Epistemic norms’ here, following Keller, are 
understood to be truths concerning ‘what you should do, insofar as you are an 
agent who forms and holds beliefs, and who is answerable to reasons for form-
ing and holding beliefs’.440 These norms are typically conducive in each indi-
vidual case to the formation or possession of a true belief and to avoiding the 

 
438 Faulkner (2007a); Moran (2005).  
439 See for example Jones (1996; 2012).  
440 Keller (2004), p.330.  
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formation or possession of a false belief.441 The Second Key Concern is that 
non-evidential trust is in tension with certain norms of this kind, more specif-
ically epistemic norms of rationality, expressed by the slogan, ‘You should 
bring your beliefs into line with the best available evidence’.  

Finally, the Third Key Concern holds, more worryingly, that not only do 
there appear to be an absence of epistemic reasons to trust (in line with the 
first concern), and not only do there appear to be epistemic reasons not to trust 
(in line with the second concern), but also that the phenomenon described in 
fact appears inoperable – we cannot form beliefs (rational or otherwise) in the 
manner described at all. 
I have introduced non-evidential trust, in the light of previous chapters, as a 
potential mechanism whereby we might improve our epistemic standing and 
form aesthetic beliefs in response to another’s aesthetic testimony. In respond-
ing to the above concerns, this chapter provides more clarity as to what non-
evidential trust is and explains how it can enable the formation of beliefs, even 
to the extent that they offer an epistemic benefit without reliance on evidence. 
I shall investigate the conditions that one must accept in order to hold that we 
can form a belief in light of non-evidential trust. I acknowledge that if attrib-
utions of rationality and irrationality are appropriate, these beliefs may well 
be irrational. Epistemic reasons to avoid non-evidential trust may well be pre-
sent, but by appealing to earlier work I argue that there are reasons in favour 
of such trust, too.442 This analysis will reveal that, if aesthetic claims can have 
epistemic significance, non-evidential trust in another’s aesthetic testimony 
can be a viable means by which we can form aesthetic beliefs, and also that 
the possession of these beliefs can be of epistemic benefit to us 

5.1  The First Key Concern. 
Let’s start by outlining the first key concern in more detail. Most accounts of 
trust do not ascribe epistemic value to non-evidential trust. One account which 
does, however, is Faulkner’s.443 While I argued in Chapter Three that Faulk-
ner’s account is unsuccessful, it will be useful for us to revisit what he says 
here. The difficulties with his account exemplify the problems raised more 
generally with the first key concern.  

We can best understand Faulkner’s account against the backdrop of Mo-
ran’s discussion of assurance principles from which Faulkner draws inspira-
tion. According to Moran, given that testimony is intentionally produced, if 
we were to treat it as evidence it would here be comparable to evidence that is 
intentionally planted at a crime scene and would have to be discredited. The 
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intentional nature of testimony would count against it. The testimonial evi-
dence would amount to the ‘framing’ of a certain conclusion, and would be an 
unreliable means of accessing the truth of what is testified to and of the 
speaker’s genuine beliefs. Moran claims, however, that the intentional char-
acter of testimony can nevertheless be to its credit. It can provide a reason to 
believe the testimony. According to Faulkner, the idea is that ‘in telling an 
audience that p, a speaker intends the audience to believe that p, and to believe 
that p because the speaker intends this and the audience recognises this inten-
tion as an assumption of responsibility’.444 The idea is that in presenting one-
self as ‘accountable for the truth of what [one] says, … in doing so [one] offers 
a kind of guarantee for the truth’.445 The assumption is that this is a non-evi-
dential, assurance-based reason.  

 
A useful way of understanding the assurance principles is as follows: 
1. The speaker of testimony that p intends their audience of testimony to 

believe c (a claim made within domain d) 
2. The speaker further intends the audience to be aware that they (the 

speaker) intend to testify and in so doing that the audience believe c. 
3. The speaker intends that, the audience will assume that, they (the speaker) 

have committed to testifying sincerely and competently. The speaker ex-
pects the audience to make such assumptions in light of (2) and the audi-
ence’s acknowledgement of the speaker’s intentions to testify. In other 
words the speaker expects that the audience will assume that the speaker 
has committed to testifying in a trustworthy manner, based on an acknowl-
edgement of the speaker’s intention to testify.   

4. The speaker seeks to be regarded as trustworthy. 
5. Aware of the speaker’s intentions, the audience has reason to believe c. 
 
There are two clear challenges to using the principles of assurance to motivate 
an audience’s trust in testimony. First, speakers who give assurances can, and 
sometimes do, lie.446 Speakers sometimes intentionally assert what they be-
lieve to be falsehoods. Let’s call this the issue of insincerity. Second: even if 
the speaker has every intention of speaking honestly and truthfully, and they 
are aware of their responsibility to do so, they may still assert falsehoods. Let’s 
call this the issue of competence. The problem is that no matter how sincere 
or responsible a speaker is, their responsibility and sincerity may have no con-
nection to the testimony’s truth in a given instance. Despite having good 

 
444 Faulkner (2007a), p.878.  
445 Moran (2006), p.11.  
446 A more minor point is that, given the possibility of unreliability, evidentialists will often 
disregard the act of testimony when assessing what counts as relevant evidence in the first place. 
They will simply treat the act of testimony as the vehicle by which a hearer comes to be ac-
quainted with the contents of the testimony. Evidence instead comes from various other sources, 
such as an assessment of the speaker’s reliability, one’s background knowledge, etc.  
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intentions, a speaker may still lack competence to speak on the matter in ques-
tion.447  

Before I apply this discussion to Faulkner’s account, what I want to  high-
light about the issue of insincerity and the issue of competence is that the above 
assurance principles in fact provide no epistemic reasons for forming beliefs 
based on testimony. In fact, there are no reasons provided by the assurance 
principles at all. For the above principles to generate a reason, one would need 
to supplement the  them with additional claims or principles. For example:  
 

6. All those who offer their assurance do so with sincerity and competence. 
7. Therefore the audience has reason to trust their testimony. 

 

Yet, given the above, (6) is clearly false. Perhaps it might be tempting to sup-
plement the assurance principles with: 
 

6*.  The audience of testimony should assume that all speakers with whom 
they interact are sincere and competent. 
 

This postulates a normative obligation to treat others as if they have specific 
character traits. This would be epistemically risky, being tantamount to requir-
ing gullibility. If hearers were always to treat all speakers as sincere and com-
petent (no matter the context, the counter-evidence or the internal incon-
sistency of doing so), this would be deeply problematic. In fact doing so would 
rule out the possibility of transmission of justified belief through testimony. 
This is because in order for there to be justification, not only does the speaker 
need to be a reliable testifier, but the audience also needs to be a reliable re-
ceiver of testimony. The latter would be doubtful if the audiences act as re-
quired by (6*). Assuming that the receiver of testimony has in all relevant 
respects lived an epistemically typical lifestyle, has hitherto spoken to others 
frequently, has not been living underground, etc, we can assume that through 
experience they will have acquired some evidence to suggest that speakers are 
not always sincere or competent. In order to do as required by (6*) one would 
actively have to actively ignore what one correctly believes to be strong evi-
dence about people’s reliability and sincerity. 

But not only is the application of (6*) epistemically risky, it is not clear that 
we can in any case follow its prescription at all. In particular, it is not clear 

 
447 Lackey (2008), p.225. Suppose I am at an airport. Before boarding a plane I approach a flight 
technician telling him sincerely that the wings will disintegrate in the forecasted weather espe-
cially given the estimated load of the plane. Suppose (accurately) that I am in fact incompetent 
on the with respect to areo-dynamics, materials science and the like and am making a com-
pletely uninformed claim. My sincerity and assumption of responsibility for what I am saying 
does nothing to increase the probability that it is true. 
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that we can actively engage in a process which manipulates the formation of 
our assumptions and in turn our beliefs in this manner.448 The idea that (6*) 
might offer a reason to believe another’s testimony is a particularly implausi-
ble one. 

Another option is to supplement the assurance principles with a weaker 
commitment that: 
 

(6**). It is sometimes right to assume that speakers are sincere and competent. 
 

In order for this to offer a reason to believe what someone testifies to, one 
would have to add an additional clause: ‘… and one may as well take one’s 
chances, and act as though one’s speaker is sincere and competent in this in-
stance’. This is a colloquial way of saying that one would need some sort of 
rule, principle, or requirement that could lead one to apply the generalisation 
in 6** to particular instances. Yet without any evidence concerning when to 
apply such a rule or principle, one has been given no epistemic reason to think 
that one is correct in trusting on a particular occasion. And relying on the ele-
ment of luck can provides no epistemic justification for belief in this case or 
in general. The beliefs formed on the basis of luck are not supported by any 
reasons which establish that the belief is likely to be true.449 Without the addi-
tional clause, there is neither positive or negative reason to trust testimony. 
 

Finally, another option is to offer an optimistic formulation:  
 
(6***): It is often in fact the case that speakers are sincere and competent. 
 
Whether this would provide a reason on the basis of which we could justifiably 
act would depend on how often it proved to be the case that speakers are sin-
cere and competent. If speakers are in fact sincere and competent almost all 
the time, that would provide a reason to act. However to make a justified ap-
peal to the fact that speakers and sincere and competence most of the time 
would require an appeal to evidence on the matter. If evidence is involved in 
this way then the phenomenon ceases to be one which bears on non-evidential 
trust. But if one did not appeal to the evidence, or if one were to not be aware 
of the evidence and trust the speaker anyway, then, as above, one would be 
trusting whilst relying on the element of luck. 
 
In inheriting a similar framework, similar problems befall Faulkner’s account. 
He argues that: 

 
448 Which we shall say more about in the following section. For now, I just want to throw doubt 
on the legitimacy of an appeal to (6*). 
449 See Lackey (2008, ff.246) for discussion on the precise problems with this sort of luck.  
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a. The audience depends on the testifier to speak truthfully and honestly 
concerning claim c within domain d (broadly speaking to be testimo-
nially trustworthy) . 

b. The audience expects the speaker to be aware of their dependence on 
the speaker. 

c. The audience presumes that the speaker values being regarded as a 
truthful, honest and reliable speaker on matters within domain d – and 
relatedly desires to preserve a relationship with the audience. 

d. The audience acknowledges that it is in her power to view the speaker 
as trustworthy– just as much as it is in the speaker’s power to be trust-
worthy – and believes that doing so will preserve a relationship with 
the speaker. 

e. The audience expects that, due to their viewing the speaker as trust-
worthy, the speaker will be motivated to be trustworthy. By viewing 
the speaker as trustworthy the audience assures the speaker of their 
respect for her testimony. 

f. The audience expects that the speaker will be trustworthy. 
g. Therefore the speaker will be trustworthy. 

 
This account, as we have seen in Chapter Three functions like a presumed 
dialogical pact. The very act of trusting supposedly gives one’s interlocutor 
motivation to act in a manner that is worthy of trust. The ‘reasonable’-ness of 
trust, Faulkner argues, ‘self-supporting’.450 He also argues that the reason pro-
vided is epistemic, given that it is based on a reason which counts in favour of 
the belief being true. At times Faulkner speaks as though this is not only epis-
temically reasonable but also epistemically justified. He supports this with the 
claim that: 

[B]’s testimony should be reliable in the subjective sense that if [c] were false, 
[B] would not tell A that [c], and if, in changed circumstances, [c] remained 
true, [B] would not tell A that [c]. Thus the reason provided by A’s trust will 
explain the truth of what A accepts, when what [B] tells is true because [B] 
fulfils the presumptions A makes in trust, and this suffices for A’s reason being 
justificatory on these occasions…It is important to recognise that this is a gen-
uinely [trust-based] explanatory account of A’s coming to accept a truth. This 
is because the act of trusting figures as part of the explanation of the fulfilment 
of the presumption made in trust. Put simply, it is not merely that A’s reason 
is justificatory because it individuates a reliable method, it is also the case that 
A’s reason can secure the reliability of this method.451 

 

Yet there are several problematic steps in the above account –  and many ab-
sent steps too. In a similar manner to the assurance principles, not only has 
Faulkner’s argument failed to generate epistemically justifying reasons, it is 

 
450 Faulkner (2007a), p.888.  
451 Faulkner (2007a), p.890. Emphasis added.  
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not clear that a reason of any kind to trust has in fact been provided at all. To 
improve things, one might supplement the above with the additional principle: 
 

h. It is the case that all speakers are motivated by a desire to be regarded 
as trustworthy. 
 

Yet, clearly, h. is false. We can see this by looking at three observations from 
Lackey: first, there are some people who just do not care about being seen as 
trustworthy: ‘Ruthless CEOs of the corporate world, devoted members of the 
Aryan Brotherhood […] may care very little about what most people think of 
them’.452 Second, even among those who do care, they are likely to care only 
about certain people’s perceptions: ‘One may, for instance, care very much 
about people’s perceptions, but not when the trustors and witnesses in ques-
tion are reviled enemies, immature teenagers, racists, paedophiles, and so 
on’.453 Third, even among those who care about the perceptions of the person 
in question, they will only care in certain contexts: ‘If one is depressed, intox-
icated, deeply distracted, consumed with rage or fear … then one may very 
well be unlikely to form the relevant desire’.454 I shall add that even among 
people who do care, some individuals may still not want to be trusted. Being 
trusted can be an enormous burden. 

Faulkner’s idea seems to be that we can justifiably believe the speaker is 
competent because if the speaker did not know about the matter in question 
then the they would not make claims about it. But due to the issues of insin-
cerity and incompetence this is not true. Faulkner’s idea just seems to be 
wrong. Indeed, similar arguments that were made to (6*); (6**); and (6***) 
apply to: 

 
(h*): The audience should always assume that all speakers that they interact 
with are motivated by a desire to be regarded as trustworthy. 
(h**): It is sometimes right to assume that speakers are motivated by a desire 
to be regarded as trustworthy. 
(h***): It is often in fact the case that speakers are motivated by a desire to be 
regarded as trustworthy. 
 

Faulkner’s account is extremely undermotivated.455 What I want to draw from 
this section is that we cannot resolve the First Key Concern in the manner that 
Faulkner suggests. One problem emerging here is that it seems that if one’s 
trust is not motivated by evidence, then one is not operating with any epistemic 

 
452 Lackey (2008), p.244.  
453 Ibid., p.244.  
454 Ibid., p.244.  
455 Note McGeer (2006) has a similar account to that of Faulkner.  
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reason to endorse the testimony. If, on the other hand, one’s trust is driven by 
evidence, it is not a form of non-evidential trust. Jennifer Lackey makes this 
point in a compelling way ‘[…] [E]ither the view of [trust in] testimony in 
question is genuinely interpersonal but epistemically impotent, or it is not ep-
istemically impotent but neither is it genuinely interpersonal’.456 Drawing 
from Wallbank and Reisner, we shall see that this conclusion is too hasty.457 
But to get there, it will be important that we consider the Second and Third 
Key Concerns.  

5.2.  The Second and Third Key Concerns – Clarified 
In turning to the Second Key Concern, we should first observe that the precise 
tension between trust and rationality has not always been explained correctly 
in the literature. A particularly problematic example is Wanderer and Town-
send’s influential discussion. By observing certain shortcomings in their ap-
proach we will be better able to launch our own inquiry and to clarify the 
issues at stake. Wanderer and Townsend observe that ‘it is common in popular 
depictions to portray the attitude of trusting and the norms associated with 
rationality as standing in some kind of tension’.458 And to bring this out they 
draw upon the case of a paranoid parent and a babysitter: 

 
[the parent] organizes a baby sitter for their child and then proceeds to spend 
the evening out monitoring the babysitter’s behaviour remotely, by nanny cam. 
By the seemingly rational act of broadening the evidential base relevant to her 
judgements of trustworthiness she is precisely failing to [non-evidentially] 
trust the babysitter. Trust here seems to be at odds with a certain ideal of theo-
retical rationality, the requirement that we bring our cognitive attitudes into 
line with the best available evidence.459 

 

In describing the requirement that we bring our cognitive attitudes into line 
with the best available evidence as a norm of evidentialism, they claim that 
the above tension arises from the conjunction of the following commitments: 

 
1. Non-evidential trust is essentially a cognitive attitude.460 
2. The primary set of norms of rationality governing cognitive attitudes are 

those associated with evidentialism.461 
3. Non-evidential trust stands in conflict with the norms of evidentialism.462 

 
456 Lackey (2008), p.222.  
457 Wallbank and Reisner (2020).  
458 Wanderer and Townsend (2013), p.1.  
459 Ibid., p.1.  
460 Ibid., p.1.  
461 Ibid,. p.1.  
462 Ibid,. p.2.  
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C. Non-evidential trust is not a rationally appropriate attitude.463 
 

The presence of a tension between non-evidential trust and epistemic norms 
of rationality seems right, but there are various issues with the above set-up. 
First, I want to highlight the ambiguities that arise with reference to eviden-
tialism. There are different broadly evidentialist accounts of norms of ration-
ality. The differences among evidentialist views concern what counts as evi-
dence, what it is to ‘possess’ evidence, what it is to ‘base’ a belief on evidence, 
and what it is to have ‘sufficient’ evidence. There is a further difference con-
cerning the scope of the normative claims of the different evidentialist views. 
The significance of these differences will become increasingly clear as we 
continue. But there are some further issues concerning (1) and (2) that I want 
to focus on at present. 

With respect to (1), problems arise with the idea that trust essentially is a 
cognitive attitude. As we have seen from Chapter Three, this claim needs to 
be treated with caution. Trust may be cognitive, at least partly, but this matter 
is controversial, and also quite irrelevant to the matter at hand. We need to 
become aware of two questions within the same vicinity: is trust itself a ra-
tional attitude, (as a (perhaps partly) cognitive attitude subject to relevant ra-
tional norms), and is trust conducive to the formation of a rational cognitive 
attitude – is trust in tension with epistemic norms of rationality governing the 
formation of cognitive attitudes? It is the second question that primarily is of 
interest here. The relevant cognitive attitude whose norms are at issue is belief. 
The question is: does trust produce epistemically rational beliefs?  

As we have seen one thing that features consistently in the literature is that 
trust enables belief formation. Faulkner describes trust in terms of an attitude 
which involves a belief, but which ‘cannot be reduced to the belief that a 
speaker is trustworthy or reliable’; Holton describes how ‘as a result of [non-
evidential trust in another’s testimony]  we will believe what they say’; Kappel 
describes trust as a non-doxastic ‘disposition to believe’, in which case the 
capacity for belief is fundamental to trust (although trust itself is not a doxastic 
attitude according to Kappel), and for Jones, non-evidential trust is an affec-
tive attitude and the formation of belief is a fundamental but secondary con-
sequence of it.464 All these accounts hold that belief is a product of trust. This 
brings to the fore the questions that will remain our central focus for the re-
mainder of the chapter. How exactly do these purported beliefs arise without 
an appeal to evidence? Can we really form beliefs through non-evidential 
trust, and in particular can we form aesthetic beliefs in this manner? Can we 

 
463 Ibid,. p.2.  
464 Cf. Chapter Three. Faulkner (2007), p.305; Holton (1994), p.74; Kappel (2014); Jones 
(1996). 



 158 

form aesthetic beliefs rationally and responsibly in light of testimony? If we 
can, do they have any  epistemic value?  

To this end, we can see that Wanderer and Townsend’s concern that ‘trust 
is not a rational attitude’ may be somewhat beside the point; it may well be 
that trust is not itself a rational cognitive attitude. In any case, the concern that 
possessing the attitude of trust is not conducive to the formation of rational 
cognitive attitudes is the issue that is presently most pressing. 

There are other respects in which Wanderer and Townsend’s discussion 
fails to capture the tension between trust and rationality adequately. Observe 
that their terminology of the ‘ideal’ of rationality and the ‘primary’ set of 
norms governing rationality is distracting and puts the legitimacy of the argu-
ment into question. Indeed, their conclusion does not necessarily follow from 
their premises. Describing something as ‘not ideal’, and saying that it is not in 
accordance with a ‘primary norm’ might not necessarily lead us to form a 
conclusion that it is ‘inappropriate’. This is because there may be more than 
one rationally permissible approach to a certain matter. A failure to conform 
to the ‘primary’ one does not render it rationally inappropriate. However some 
of the claims made by the evidentialist do clearly lead us to the conclusion 
that non-evidential trust is a rationally inappropriate kind of engagement. 
Wanderer and Townsend are right to observe that widening our evidential 
framework and bringing our cognitive attitudes into line with the best availa-
ble evidence is regarded by evidentialism not as merely merited epistemic 
practice, but as epistemically ideal. It is also true that such practices are stand-
ardly understood to follow fundamental norms governing the rational propri-
ety of cognitive, and in particular doxastic, attitudes. But what is importantly 
missing from Wanderer and Townsend’s analysis is that many evidentialists 
take a stance which argues that practices of widening our evidential frame-
work and bringing our cognitive attitudes into line with the best available ev-
idence is not merely merited and not merely ideal but that they are, in an im-
portant sense, the only non-blameworthy practices. Their view is that one is 
blameworthy, if one does not conform to evidentialist rational requirements 
on belief. This is a much stronger claim than the claim that widening our evi-
dential framework is rationally merited or ideal. The idea is that failing to meet 
evidentialist requirements of rationality is irrational, unjustified and blame-
worthy.  

 
Drawing from the above discussion, and in continuing our focus on rationality, 
we can express the Second Key Concern as follows: 
I The set of epistemic norms rightly governing the rational formation 

and maintenance of our beliefs, includes the requirement that we bring 
our doxastic attitudes into line with the best available evidence. 

II The constitutive features of non-evidential trust stands in conflict with 
this requirement. 
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Such that, C2: Non-evidential trust is contrary to evidentially based epistemic 
norms of rationality and is not an epistemically rational means of forming be-
liefs. 
 

There are further, even more serious concerns which appear in this connection, 
which together constitute the Third Key Concern. The Third Key Concern 
holds that practices which try to, and attitudes which serve to, widen our evi-
dential framework and to bring our cognitive attitudes into line with the best 
available evidence, are not merely ideal and not merely required for our beliefs 
to be rational, but are in fact more specifically necessary for our beliefs to be 
formed and maintained at all.465 This is a concern exemplified by remarks such 
as: ‘Our beliefs seem determined by the evidence so the very idea of believing 
against or without evidence seems impossible’.466 If our beliefs are formed at 
the whim of the evidence that we possess, can we really ignore or go against 
evidence and produce a belief in the manner that non-evidential trust de-
scribes? Accordingly we need to acknowledge the potential for the Third Key 
Concern, as follows: 
 
III The only way in which our beliefs are acquired and maintained is in 

direct response to the evidence that we possess. 
IV Non-evidential trust does not operate in direct response to evidence. 

 
Such that C3: we cannot acquire beliefs let alone rational beliefs, due to non-
evidential trust.467 Here non-evidential trust lacks the requisite connection to 
evidence. 
 

The above considerations paint a bleak picture for the prospects of using non-
evidential trust as a way of even generating beliefs and bolstering our epis-
temic standing. Non-evidential trust does not seem to provide any epistemi-
cally respectable reasons for believing testimony. 468 In what follows of this 

 
465 This appropriateness is expressed in various ways. Sometimes it is introduced as a question 
of justification and other times it is one of epistemic rationality, or responsibility, or reasona-
bleness. 
466 This statement found, in a review Graham (2015), reflects popular assumptions.  
467 As we have seen some instances of non-evidential trust involve the possession of evidence 
and even appeal to evidence, but in such cases – and in so far as this remains a case of non-
evidential trust – belief is not formed on the basis of, in reliance on, of in direct response to 
such evidence.  
468 This raises interesting related questions about whether, and how, beliefs are subject to epis-
temic norms. Regrettably these interesting questions must be set aside in the current inquiry. 
However we can note that admonishing the beliefs of others is familiar to us. We admonish 
others when people tell us that the earth is flat or that the Moon is made of cheese. As noted, 
for example, by McCormick: ‘We can express disapproval and approval for each other’s beliefs; 
we can ask in an incredulous tone, “How can you believe that?” Or exclaim, “what a ridiculous 
thing to believe” (2011, p.169). Such admonishments reveal that we think the person in question 
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chapter I shall provide an alternative account that avoids the problems dis-
cussed here and offers at least a limited role to non-evidential trust in provid-
ing epistemic reasons for believing testimony.  

5.2.1 The Second Key Concern: I-II.  
In approaching the argument captured by commitments I and II, naturally, 
much depends on how one interprets the concepts of rationality and belief in 
particular. It may well be that C2 is correct, depending upon one how inter-
prets these terms, that non-evidential trust is not an epistemically rational 
means of forming or maintaining beliefs. Thus there may be an epistemic rea-
son to avoid non-evidential trust. Drawing upon discussions held by those 
such as Keller and Stroud, respectively, I shall nonetheless question the degree 
to which this matters.469  

5.2.1.1 Analysis of Commitment (II) 
Let’s start by addressing (II). One may try to challenge II by holding that the 
requirement expressed in (I) and the concept of non-evidential trust are com-
patible. Often, cases in which we feel affectively or otherwise compelled to 
trust another are cases in which we already possess evidence that they are re-
liable, competent and sincere testifiers. The challenge holds that our practices 
of normative trust, contra the suggestion of many trust theorists, can be readily 
explained by epistemic norms. This is most obvious in the case of attitudes 
prompted by friendship. Wanderer and Townsend describe how: 

 
[F]or instance, when I persist in trusting my friend’s claims to innocence de-
spite widespread condemnation and mounting evidence against her, perhaps I 
do so simply because I know her a lot better than others do. It is not, as [Karen] 
Jones implies, that I am blinkered and so unable to perceive the considerations 
which would impugn the trustworthiness of my friend. Quite the opposite, in 
virtue of our on-going relationship, I am epistemically privileged with regards 
to the track-record and character of my friend.470 

 

 
believes irresponsibly’. But our admonishment of others for holding irresponsible beliefs is 
puzzling: ‘for much of what we believe is beyond our control; we cannot decide to believe the 
way we can decide to act. It seems that such lack of control should excuse us from responsibil-
ity’ (Ibid.). One way of expressing this concern is with the following set of inconsistent claims: 
(V) Attributions of responsibility for our beliefs are appropriate; (VI) If it is the case that attrib-
utions of responsibility for our belief that x are appropriate then one has voluntary control over 
x; (VII) We do not enjoy voluntary control over belief. There are three standard responses to 
(V)–(VII): (i), the first, involves the rejection of (VII) and argues we do have voluntary control 
over our beliefs. (ii) The second involves the rejection of (VI) and holds that judgements of 
responsibility do not have such voluntarist implications. (iii) The third involves the rejection of 
(V), such that appraisals of responsibility are inapplicable in this context. I am going to largely 
set (V)–(VII) aside here. 
469 Stroud (2006); Keller (2004).  
470 Wanderer and Townsend (2013), p.8.  
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I think it is clear that cases such as that described above do occur, but the 
above analysis does not necessarily apply to all of our interactions involving 
friendship, and it does not accurately capture what takes place in the case of 
non-evidential trust. When cases involving friendship do involve reliance on 
evidence, such cases cease to be cases of non-evidential trust. To the degree 
that evidence has been relied on and to the degree that evidence has played a 
sufficient motivational role, the case is not strictly speaking a case of non-
evidential trust. Rather it is a case of evidential trust which also happens to 
prompt affective and normatively loaded responses from us.  

As Wanderer and Townsend note, this objection to (II) is unable to account 
for and has little bearing on ‘cases of trust which seem to flout evidential 
norms but where there is no ongoing relationship between the parties’. I think 
this is a true and important point. However, as indicated in Chapter Three, we 
can also leave open the possibility that at least some cases of friendship flout 
evidential norms as well. There are cases involving a relationship of friendship 
in which we extend trust beyond what our evidence admits. This idea is de-
fended in the accounts of friendship put forward by Stroud and Keller.471 The 
above objection is sometimes raised against their accounts. Whilst there are 
aspects of their accounts which warrant caution in the present context, an as-
sessment of how they respond to the features of the above argument – and in 
particular the features which I think deserve the most attention, (I) and (C2) – 
will be useful for us to consider here.  

First let me say a little more about Stroud and Keller’s respective accounts, 
and the aspects that warrant caution. According to Stroud, ‘[F]riendship con-
stitutively involves belief-forming practices which are epistemically irrational 
or otherwise objectionable by the lights of mainstream epistemologies’.472 In-
terestingly both Keller and Stroud describe this involvement in terms of de-
mands. They argue that friendship places epistemic demands upon us, de-
mands concerning our beliefs and belief-formation in a manner which is in-
consistent with the (commonly endorsed) standards of epistemic rationality. 
These demands, they argue, do not require one to ignore evidence that is com-
pelling. Nevertheless both Stroud and Keller argue that one is required to per-
ceive one’s friend with ‘rose-tinted glasses’, to encourage us to try harder than 
usual to seek alternative solutions if one’s friend is portrayed negatively, and 
more generally to become master ‘spin-doctors’ in favour of our friend’s in-
terests to a degree that evidence does not warrant.473 They are careful to em-
phasise that these demands are not necessarily moral. Rather the terminology 
of ‘demand’ merely captures the sense in which insofar as one is a good friend, 

 
471 Stroud (2006); Keller (2004).  
472 Stroud (2006), p.500.  
473 Ibid.,pp.508–509.  
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one will behave in this manner; it captures a constitutive component of being 
a good friend.474  

One can see the clear parallels between this discussion of friendship and 
the way many theorists talk about non-evidential trust. Stroud argues that ‘in 
general, we don’t approach new situations and questions with a clean deliber-
ative slate; we don’t resolve every issue from scratch. On the contrary we have 
commitments to our friends, and having commitments means not deciding 
every issue solely on its merits, if we mean by that dispassionately adjudicat-
ing an issue “from nowhere”’.475 She argues that the commitments of friend-
ship naturally affect how one responds to new information, and that it has an 
inbuilt constitutive bias, where bias here is understood as ‘differential epis-
temic treatment without epistemic justification’. The basis of these commit-
ments is not evidence. Indeed, we demonstrate what Stroud describes as in-
volving a ‘relative (although not absolute) imperviousness to new evidence’, 
which ‘seems not to track evidentialist principles but rather – at times – to run 
counter to the evidence’.476  

In approaching Stroud and Keller’s accounts, it is important that we recog-
nise that their account of friendship can be challenged in multiple ways, the 
three most relevant to us at present are as follows: first the phenomenon in 
question does not apply solely to friendship. A point worth noting is that part 
of what Stroud and Keller say is not limited to friendship. The phenomenon 
applies more broadly. It can be extend to people to whom we stand in many 
different kinds of relationships, including strangers. Second, there are friend-
ships to which Stroud and Keller’s epistemic partiality does not seem to apply. 
Third, for those friendships to which epistemic partiality does apply it does 
not apply to everything our friends do. 

I take the first of these points to be evident from my analysis of non-evi-
dential trust. The second and third points warrant more attention. We can start 
with the third. On this point I think that Keller and Stroud’s arguments each 
require a slightly different analysis. Whilst the cases that Stroud discusses in-
volve trust in one’s friend’s character to a degree which extends beyond the 
evidence we have about that friend’s character, Keller’s cases involve trust 
concerning contingent factors about our friend’s abilities (their ability to be 

 
474 Ibid,. pp.501–503. To bring this out Stroud offers the following comparison: ‘Suppose it is 
true, according to our conception of good (competition) diving, that a good diver does not pro-
duce much spray when entering the water. Suppose, in other words, that it is constitutive of 
good competition diving that you not produce much spray on entry. We can call this a “de-
mand,” in my sense, of (competition) diving without implying that a diver is under any moral 
obligation not to produce very much spray when entering the water’ (p.502). The demands of 
friendship operate similarly.  
475 Ibid., p.511.  
476 Ibid., p.506. This discussion is of particular interest here, because an increasingly prominent 
strand of thought in aesthetics describes the relationship that we have to artworks in terms of 
friendship, and our analysis of the portrayal of friendship offered by Stroud and Keller’s ac-
counts, is particularly interesting under this lens- Cf. for implications see Chapter Six. See e.g. 
Cross (2017b); Schellekens and Dammann (2017). 
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good actors, or poets) which extends beyond the evidence we have about our 
friend’s abilities.477 I think the force of the argument from epistemic partiality 
applies less well in cases involving contingent abilities, at least those abilities 
which are not essentially related to our friend’s character. Perhaps we are par-
tial on such matters too, but even then it will not be a condition of friendship 
that we trust that they have any and every ability, no matter what they do.478  

In turning to the second point, an appeal to Kawall is helpful here. He notes 
that friendship is often rewarding because our friends challenge us and are 
honest about our merits, so that we can learn, grow and make good choices.479 
One need not always have a positive view of one’s friend’s character traits and 
contingent abilities, so long as the negative character traits are regarded as 
malleable and so long as the negative traits do not threaten the reasons that the 
friends are regarded be worthy of friendship. We value sincere and considered 
praise based on our merits. We want our friends to notice our flaws and still 
to see us as being both worthy of friendship and capable of change despite our 
flaws.480 

 
We can bring this out by recalling the case of the Designer Sunglasses from 
Chapter Three:  

Suppose you have a friend who has been accused of shoplifting designer sun-
glasses. You are faced with the fact that he has been arrested, the fact that the 
stolen items were found in his possession by two security guards, the fact that 
he is always talking about sunglasses, and the fact that a conspiracy to frame 
him by two guards would be extraordinary (let’s suppose). You may then 
weigh these facts against the reasons you have to believe that shoplifting runs 
contrary to your friend’s character. It is plausible that, despite the mounting 
evidence against him, and in the absence of conclusive evidence to affirm his 
innocence, you still trust that he did not steal the sunglasses.  

 
Friendship can certainly be bolstered by trust in this kind of case, but it is also 
possible that trust could have the opposite effect. Following Kawall, it does 
not seem to be a condition of your friendship that you trust your friend to be 
innocent. Also, trusting him to be innocent is not necessarily a means of 

 
477 See, for example, Keller’s (2004) discussion of the relationship between Joey and Chandler 
from the Television show Friends (pp.329–330) and his discussion of relationship between Eric 
and Rebecca (pp.331–334). See Stroud’s (2006) discussion of Sam (p.504).  
478 It is helpful for us to recall that non-evidential trust can often be best approached as a three-
place relation, A trusts B to j. It seems a stretch to say that A must trust that B will do any j, 
in order to be B’s friend.  
479 Kawall (2013), pp.356–360.  
480Ibid., pp.356–360. Interestingly, Keller and Stroud both argue that negative beliefs about a 
friend – a failure to have their friend’s back – may lead to a loss of trust and a loss of friendship. 
But I want to note here that there is a peculiar feature of non-evidential trust that there may be 
a loss of friendship and trust on behalf of one party to the other if the willingness to extend 
praise and trust on behalf of the other party comes too unquestioningly. Positive beliefs can 
thwart friendship and trust too.  
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bolstering your friendship. If your friend did steal the sunglasses, it might be 
in fact be better for your friend and for your friendship in the long-run if you 
do not trust that they are innocent. Not trusting him may be just what is needed 
to enable one’s friend to receive the help and support from you and others 
which he needs. We want our friends to be there for us: sometimes this re-
quires them to acknowledge our flaws.  

In any case, it is clear that in the above example and ones like it, you do not 
have sufficient evidence to trust that your friend is innocent, but you might 
trust him anyway. Stroud and Keller, unsurprising discuss this kind of case, 
and drawing upon it, it is clear that we cannot reject (II) by attempting to deny 
that non-evidential trust stands in conflict with standard epistemic norms – as 
outlined by evidentialism. But can we reject these epistemic norms? As we 
turn now to (I), it will, again, be valuable for us to look more closely at what 
both Stroud and Keller say.   

5.2.1.1 Analysis of Commitment (I). 
Let’s turn to (I), namely the commitment that the set of epistemic norms gov-
erning the rational formation and maintenance of our beliefs includes the re-
quirement that we bring our doxastic attitudes into line with the best available 
evidence. According to Stroud the most plausible reason for rejecting (I), 
arises from noticing the unsuitability of the conclusion. As Stroud notes, 
‘Friendship is indispensable for a good life’. But, it seems, the ‘standards 
promulgated by mainstream epistemological theories would preclude living a 
good life’, dispositions which are fundamental to friendship are deemed irra-
tional, and if the standards preclude living a good life, then those standards 
must be wrong.481 She writes: 

 
If living up to the demands of a particular moral theory would preclude friend-
ship, and thus a good life, many moral theorists would take that to be a com-
pelling, even decisive, argument against that particular moral conception. They 
would take such an incompatibility to be very strong grounds for discarding, 
or at least revising, the moral theory in question. For many moral theorists, the 
discovery of an incompatibility between morality and friendship would be 
proof, not that friendship is immoral, but that our previous ideas about morality 
were too narrow. I want to put on the table a structurally analogous response 
to the conflict which we have uncovered between friendship and the standards 
articulated by mainstream epistemologies.482 

 

The idea is that a preparedness to go beyond that which the evidence supports 
is a condition of friendship. Friendship is indispensable to living the good life, 
and since we are at minimum permitted to pursue the good life, standard epis-
temological theories might simply be wrong about the standards of rational 

 
481 Stroud (2006), see pp.519–522. 
482 Ibid., p.522.  
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belief formation insofar as they might appear to deny us permission to live the 
good life.  

This thought is intuitively compelling and on first reading very plausible. 
However, drawing from the arguments above, I think we can clarify that a 
failure to believe the best of our friends on every particular matter will not 
always jeopardise our friendship with them. It may at times advance it and at 
other times it may have the opposite effect. The required change to the above 
argument would be as follows: since going against evidence sometimes ad-
vances the good life, we should at times embrace doing so. Nevertheless, this 
is still to say nothing about the conditions under which the good life is ad-
vanced by not being responsive to evidence, nor whether there are other rea-
sons pertaining to the good life which outweigh the benefits of epistemic bias.  

It is also not clear what an appropriate alternative epistemic model might 
be. One option that has traction in the literature is contextualism.483 The idea 
is that when the stakes are raised for an agent, a stronger epistemic position is 
required for epistemic justification and rationality.If serious harms result from 
believing a negative claim – such as, for example, the loss of that friendship – 
then ‘an agent would require significant justification in order for it to be ra-
tional for her to act as if the claim were true’.484 Accordingly, one is rational 
in seeking further evidence regarding a claim which puts a friend in a negative 
light to an extent which one ordinarily would not; one is rational in having a 
degree of imperviousness to negative evidence about one’s friends. In effect, 
rationality (of some sort) requires higher levels of evidential support for a 
claim, if the resulting belief in the claim would have negative repercussions 
for one’s wellbeing.  

What is noteworthy about the contextualist response is that it exposes the 
ambiguities concerning what kind of rationality is in question here. It would 
certainly be prudentially rational, if one wanted to foster a relationship with 
the other person (as one does in any kind of non-evidential trust), to adopt 
higher evidential standards than normal,  resisting unwelcome evidence about 
one’s friends as far as one can. Yet this was not the kind of rationality in play.  
We have been concerned with epistemic rationality, and it remains unclear 
whether the above analysis has any bearing on it .485 There is no consensus in 
the debate about stakes-sensitive contextualism on whether the kind of ration-
ality involved is purely epistemic or whether it includes some sort of pruden-
tial justification.  

For many (I) is just trivially true. For example, Peels and Feldman both  
analyse epistemic rationality explicitly in terms of straightforward adherence 
to the evidence.486 Others analyse rationality in terms of coherence, whilst 

 
483 See Kawall (2013, 366) and Marušić (2011) for discussion.  
484 Ibid., p.366.  
485 Ibid., p.366–367.  
486 Peels (2017), p.104 defined irrational belief as ‘belief that does not fit one’s evidence’; Feld-
man (2000).  
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others analyse it in terms of responsiveness to reasons.487 Which analysis one 
is working with clearly affects what is really at stake here and how we should 
respond. 

So, let’s consider the consequences of (I), (II) and C2. Suppose that we 
have to accept these claims, that the evidentialist portrayal of epistemic ration-
ality is right, and that non-evidential trust is in tension with it, what is im-
portant to recognise is that even if non-evidential trust is in tension with norms 
of epistemic rationality, we can ask what this means for our trusting practices 
generally. Ultimately I think it important to note that we can accept that non-
evidential trust might be in tension with norms of epistemic rationality, whilst 
at the same time holding that non-evidential trust may still offer some positive 
epistemic status to beliefs formed under its influence. 

We can appeal to Stroud here to reveal that there are a few different ways 
in which an acceptance of C2 can be manifested. Stroud suggests a first option, 
‘If friendship constitutively involves epistemic irrationality – and conversely, 
epistemic rationality precludes friendship – then we ought to opt for epistemic 
rationality’.488 If one precludes the other then so much the worse for epistemic 
rationality, ‘If there is a fight here, friendship must – and will – win’.489 The 
idea here is that because friendship (and by extension other relationships in-
volving non-evidential trust) is a fundamental component of a good life, what 
it requires is more important than what epistemic rationality requires of us.  

This consideration is persuasive as far as it goes. However, just how far it 
goes depends on the details of our theory of the good life. Importantly, the 
possession of epistemic rationality might be fundamental to leading a good 
life too. If so, then one would either have to weigh up the relative importance 
of being epistemically rational and the merits of a particular friendship on a 
case-by-case basis, or find a general rule about their relative weights.490  

A second option holds that friendship does clash with epistemic irrational-
ity, yet there is no real fight to be had and certainly no winners or losers: ‘there 
is simply no answer to the question of what you ought to do overall’.491 There 
is what is right to do for practical reasons, and what it is right to do for epis-
temic reasons, and no means of adjudicating which is best overall. But we 
need clarification on the nature of these potential fights. This option will typ-
ically be interpreted as endorsing the common assumption that friendship 
bears on issues of wellbeing, morality and prudence, whilst epistemic con-
cerns do not. Indeed, it is commonly held that issues of ‘truth, knowledge, and 
rationality are valuable for their own sake’, operating independently of what 

 
487 See for example Johnathon Way (2018); Errol Lord (2018); Lillehammer (2018); List and 
Pettit (2011).  
488 Stroud (2006), p.519.  
489 Ibid., p.518.  
490 See Reisner (2008)  
491 Ibid., p.519.  
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it is to live a good life.492 However, again, as seen in the above paragraph, not 
everyone rejects this independence, and if these theorists are right, it would 
make this approach to the ‘no fight’ option unsuccessful. This reflects debates 
between defenders of classic arguments for evidentialism such as the one de-
fended by Clifford, and pragmatists who defend non-evidential and non-epis-
temic reasons for belief. It is sometimes held that epistemic issues are funda-
mentally connected to moral issues.493 Clifford, unlike most contemporary 
proponents of evidentialism, thought that our duty to tell the truth was moral 
and thus that the norms of evidentialism are moral norms.  

Interestingly, neither Keller nor Stroud are fully committed to any option 
here. Reasonably, Keller states: ‘I am certainly unable to offer a metanorma-
tive theory that would tell us how to choose in any given case’.494 Keller does 
nevertheless offer reflections which are relevant here. He argues that if there 
are epistemic reasons in favour of an appeal to evidence these reasons will 
always count for something, even if they are defeasible: ‘There is always a 
loss, always something to regret in a failure to follow epistemic norms. Sup-
pose that God will destroy the world if you don’t believe by next Saturday that 
the grass is pink. It seems obvious that it would be a very good thing for you 
to believe by next Saturday that the grass is pink, and that you ought to visit 
whichever hypnotist or brain surgeon who might help that be the case. Never-
theless it is unfortunate that you have to do so’.495 Similarly, to the degree that 

 
492 See for example Graham (2015) for relevant discussion.  
493 The tension between classic evidentialism and pragmatists is best brought out by, Clifford’s 
classic discussion of a ship owner who believed that his ship was sea-worthy, but did nothing 
to evidentially verify or warrant this belief, and in failing to seek out evidence he was respon-
sible for a maritime disaster. Clifford argues that: ‘[i]t is always wrong, everywhere, and for 
anyone to believe anything on insufficient evidence’. Note that whilst his claim is formulated 
in a synchronic fashion, it is clear that Clifford also has in mind diachronic evidentialist com-
mitments concerning our practices of belief-formation. The problem for Clifford is that the ship 
owner ‘[…] had acquired his belief, not by earning it in patient investigation, but by stifling his 
doubts’, a practice which Clifford describes as a ‘violation of a duty to humanity’. For him we 
are obligated to investigate, gather evidence, and be open towards revising our current beliefs 
based on new evidence, where this obligation is both moral and epistemic. I cannot do justice 
to the historical discussion of Clifford’s account here, but let’s note that a problem with this 
methodology is that, as McCormick observes; if it is true that the value of truth, knowledge and 
rationality is merely instrumental, then a belief which helps us to flourish without being evi-
dentially based may be permissible so long as having that belief achieves this end. If correct, 
Clifford’s reasoning is consistent with pragmatism. See Adler (2002;1999); McCormick (2011; 
2015); Marušić (2011); Chignell (2018). McCormick argues that in many cases Clifford is right. 
Following Graham, the idea is that ‘believing on the evidence is usually a very good thing for 
evidence is our guide to the truth and we are more likely to achieve our goals and live flourish-
ing lives, both individually and collectively, if we form true beliefs’. In line with Clifford, she 
agrees that ‘believing against the evidence tends to be harmful, both to individuals and to the 
collective’ (McCormick (2011), p.53). But she argues that from this ‘acceptable deviations from 
evidentialist norms should be rare’ (Ibid., p.53), but not totally absent in cases where we have 
no evidence, or the evidence is equally balanced (Ibid, p.53). Which is particularly interesting 
for us in relation to aesthetics.  
494 Keller (2004), p.345.  
495 Ibid., p.345.  
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our beliefs are contrary to the evidence, there is a loss – they no longer track 
or aim to track to truth. This is brings out the importance of the Second Key 
Concern: not only do there seem to be no epistemic reasons to trust non-evi-
dentially (as captured by the first-concern), there are at least some epistemic 
reasons not to. In the following sections I shall argue that matters are never-
theless not as bleak as they seem for the epistemic significance of non-eviden-
tial trust. There are epistemic reasons to non-evidentially trust, and even if 
non-evidential trust is in tension with norms of epistemic rationality, we can 
recognise that there are epistemic reasons to non-evidentially trust. Non-evi-
dential trust can confer some epistemic benefits and have a positive epistemic 
standing regardless. But first, we need to address the Third Key Concern. 

5.3  The Third Key Concern: III-IV 
Recall that the Third Key Concern relates to the possibility of forming a belief 
without sufficient evidence. It holds that (III), the only way in which our be-
liefs are acquired and maintained is in direct response to the evidence that we 
possess. It also holds that (IV), i.e. that non-evidential trust does not directly 
respond to evidence. This has significant consequences in aesthetic contexts. 
As we saw in Chapter Two, when we are presented with aesthetic testimony, 
we cannot reliably identify and weigh up evidence to assess its truth. But if 
this is correct, and if (III)-(IV) are correct then, then non-evidential accounts 
of aesthetic belief formation must be mistaken. We want to maintain that non-
evidential trust involves the formation of a belief. There are in principle two 
options available to us: we could either reject (III), or we could reject (IV). 
Given the nature of non-evidential trust, we can accept (IV).496 Accordingly, 
we shall focus on the possibility of rejecting (III).  

(III) is primarily motivated by commitments concerning the passivity of 
belief and its fundamental responsiveness to the evidence. The thought is that 
belief is truth-orientated and is merely passively responsive to the balance of 
evidence in our possession, or at least what we take to be evidence. In this 
case standard claims about the nature and function of non-evidential trust are 
put into doubt. There are two interesting ways that we can respond to this: (a) 
we could argue that only our conscious beliefs are entirely truth-orientated and 
merely passively responsive to the balance of (what we take to be) evidence 
that we possess. At the same time, our non-conscious beliefs are not neces-
sarily governed by evidence. Or (b), we could argue that neither our conscious 
nor our non-conscious beliefs are solely truth-orientated, nor are they entirely 
passive in their response to the balance of evidence that we possess.  

 
496 Whilst having in mind all the clarifications on the relationship between belief and evidence 
we saw in §3.2.  
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I want to primarily investigate the least controversial option, (a). We can 
start to get a grip on (a) by emphasising the distinction between the commit-
ments of (III) and commitments of doxastic involuntarism, the view that we 
cannot simply choose our beliefs. These commitments lie in close proximity; 
many doxastic involuntarists argue, for example, that our beliefs are a reflec-
tion of the evidence that we possess and that they are mere ‘happenings’ in 
which the world forces itself on a subject. But in its most basic form, doxastic 
involuntarism is a commitment to the claim that beliefs cannot be acquired or 
sustained as a result of a conscious decision (although the main focus tends to 
be on acquisition). Given the near universal endorsement of doxastic involun-
tarism, it is important that we acknowledge that under (a), we can maintain 
that we cannot consciously decide to form or maintain a belief, whilst at the 
same time rejecting III. 

Let’s unpack this in more detail. Doxastic involuntarists argue that whilst 
we have the capacity to, say, choose to imagine sitting on a sunny beach in the 
Bahamas and have the capacity to decide to raise our hands, belief appears to 
be different. Most notably, in contemporary literature next to nobody denies 
that we cannot control our beliefs in the same way that we can decide to move 
our limbs or imagine sitting in the Bahamas.  

However, while most accept that we cannot consciously decide to acquire 
a belief in the absence of, or against the evidence, many do not deny that we 
can acquire a belief non-consciously, without any, or with only inconclusive 
evidence. Adler is one theorist who thinks that only non-conscious beliefs can 
be formed against or contrary to the evidence. He endorses an account in line 
with (a). Indeed, he is clear that ‘coming to believe or ceasing to believe in 
clear defiance of one’s evidence needs to be accomplished non-con-
sciously’.497  

Interestingly, Alder’s discussion, appears to be primarily intended to rule 
out a situation in which we consciously decide to end investigation on a mat-
ter, and where we are conscious of the fact that doing so will result in belief. 
This leaves a lot open. We may wonder whether this leaves open the possibil-
ity that we may consciously decide to end inquiry whilst not conscious of the 
fact that doing so will result in forming belief. We can also note that it seems 
to leave open the possibility that we may non-consciously decide to end in-
quiry whilst also not conscious of the fact that this will result in forming belief. 
There are other related possibilities that may be left open here too.  

By accepting that we can sometimes non-consciously acquire beliefs, op-
tion (a) at face value seems promising. But let’s pause for a moment to reflect 
on it. There are three things to be addressed: first, (i) it needs to be established 
that our non-conscious beliefs really can arise in a way that diverges from 
(what we take to be) evidence. In fact it needs to be established that (a) extends 
to the formation of our aesthetic beliefs. Here we need to recognise the 

 
497 Adler (2002), p.59.  
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possibility that our psychology might operate differently with respect to aes-
thetic, moral and scientific beliefs, say. Second, (ii), it would be helpful to 
clarify how far the ideas surrounding (a) extends. If it is the case that we can 
non-consciously form beliefs in the absence of, or against, the evidence, we 
must wonder whether we can non-consciously form beliefs as a result of, say, 
non-consciously deciding to end inquiry whilst being unaware that doing so 
will result in forming a belief. Of course matters are left open about other 
kinds of attitudes that one might have. It is interesting for us consider where 
we stand on cases in which we non-consciously form beliefs, whilst hoping or 
intending to have a certain belief, or believing it likely (more likely than not). 
Finally, (iii) we need to clarify the implications of (a), in particular (a)’s im-
plications for conscious belief-maintenance.  

Suppose we notice that we have a non-evidentially formed belief, is it a 
belief that we can maintain? On noticing that we have the belief, we will typ-
ically regard it as having been unreliably formed and will likely seek to revise 
the belief either by rejecting it or suspending judgement about it. Hence, the 
further question to ask here is whether upon discovering that we possess a 
belief formed and maintained in this non-evidential manner, we are (concep-
tually/psychologically) required to discard it instantly and suspend judgement 
on the matter, or whether we can (choose in some indirect way to – perhaps – 
upon the pain of some degree of irrationality) retain it. Indeed, even if (III)-
(IV) can potentially be undermined by clarifying that, in fact, beliefs can at 
least be non-consciously formed against or beyond the evidence, there is rea-
son to doubt that the beliefs formed in this way can survive reflection.  

5.3.1 An assessment of (i). 
Research in psychology will determine whether (i) is correct, but we can at 
least assess the relevant philosophical issues that (a) raises. Adler argues that 
the fact that our normal non-conscious beliefs can be non-evidentially formed 
and maintained is reflected in the way in which we frequently need to monitor 
and revise our beliefs.498 We can be surprised by our tacit or dormant beliefs, 
and it is not uncommon that we discover that we hold certain beliefs, and that 
the evidence that we possess does not support those beliefs. 

This sounds plausible, but we need to be careful to recognise that this data 
point might have limited force: these cases might merely support the idea that 
beliefs can be non-evidentially sustained and not that they can be non-eviden-
tially acquired. For example, there may be instances in which the evidence in 
our possession at the time was sufficient to form a belief, but since then the 
evidence has changed and our beliefs have not properly updated. Indeed, we 
frequently hear people say: ‘Of course! Sounds, so silly, I knew x but some-
how I hadn’t quite made the connection to y’. The latter kind of case supports 

 
498 Adler (2002).  
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the idea that our non-conscious processes of belief maintenance are at times 
insensitive to evidence, as opposed to our non-conscious processes of belief 
acquisition/formation. The data point might just reflect this.  

That said, if we can accept that our non-conscious beliefs are not always 
evidentially maintained, it might be somewhat strange to hold that the for-
mation of our non-conscious beliefs always operates on a different standard. 
If this is the case, a greater burden of proof rests with the hypothetical oppo-
nent who wants to say that there is an asymmetry and that belief-formation is 
always evidentially acquired. I do not take this to determine an answer here, 
but given that research in psychology is consistent with possibility of forming 
non-conscious beliefs, and given that the burden of proof is on the hypothet-
ical opponent, it is reasonable for us to accept generally that our non-conscious 
beliefs (both their formation and maintenance) sometimes overreach what is 
justified by the evidence. I see no reason to think that our aesthetic beliefs 
would operate differently in this regard.  

5.3.2 An assessment of (ii) and (iii). 
So if we can accept (a) as an option, we need to clarify its scope and implica-
tions for (ii) and (iii) respectively. It is important to recognise the distinction 
between that which we can directly control, that which we can indirectly con-
trol, and that which we can influence. The concepts of direct and indirect con-
trol over our beliefs are referred to with some frequency in the literature. Di-
rect control over x-ing is said to operate if one consciously chooses to do x 
either simply by a single act or by performing x over a relatively short period 
of time, in both cases with its being the case that one can also choose not to x. 
Examples include things like: raising our hands, pressing ‘c’ on our keyboard, 
and imagining being in the Bahamas (which is an example of a mental act). 
This kind of control, as we have seen, is standardly ruled out in application to 
belief. By way of contrast, indirect control over x-ing is said to take place if 
one can consciously choose to x by ‘interruptedly performing a series of ac-
tions over a considerable period of time’, and where one can also not-x.499 
Examples include controlling our body weight through diet and exercise and 
gaining an education through studying at university.500 Note that a further dis-
tinction can be drawn, one between indirect control on the one hand, and in-
fluence on the other. In cases of indirect control, the control that one has over 
an outcome is intentional and foreseen. Cases of influence, by contrast, lack 
an anticipation of the outcome.501 

 
499 Peels (2017), p.55.  
500 Ibid.  
501 Ibid. And it will be relevant as we continue to bear in mind that to form a belief that one is 
unaware of is not equivalent to forming a belief that is unforeseen; one might foresee that a 
belief will occur whilst being unaware that it has happened.  
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Attempts to form and maintain beliefs via indirect control face difficul-
ties.502 The problem with indirect control is that the attempts to exert it either 
fail in their aims (depending on one’s account this will either be characterised 
as ‘typically’ or ‘constitutively’), or the attempts succeed, but where they do, 
the control that is exerted is trivial and our beliefs are still relevantly governed 
by evidence.  

The second aspect of this problem is best brought out by cases of indirect 
doxastic control described by Feldman. Feldman argues that there are cases in 
which we have indirect control over the actualization and non-actualization of 
certain states of affairs, and that by controlling the (non-)actualisation of those 
states-of-affairs, we can ensure that our doxastic attitudes will track them; our 
doxastic states do so automatically. Hence, ‘If I decide to run, I will normally 
acquire the belief that I am running, and since I simply see and feel that I am 
running, that will be a true belief, a rational belief, a piece of knowledge, and 
so forth. If I decide not to run, I also normally acquire or maintain a true belief, 
a rational belief and a piece of knowledge, namely that I am not running, for I 
simply see that I am not running’.503 Similarly, I can consciously choose to 
form a belief that the light is on by ensuring that I flip the switch. To this 
degree our beliefs can even follow practical incentives. As noted by Marušić, 
if an employer were to promise to give everyone a pay rise in two hours, 
providing that they believe that the light in their room is on at that time, we 
could easily secure this belief by turning the light on at the relevant time.504 
To this degree what we believe is under our indirect control. Nevertheless it 
is widely recognised that this kind of control over our beliefs is insignificant. 
As argued by Peels, in such cases there are no clear obligations for us to exer-
cise the kind of control in question, but to the degree that we do have the 
ability to instigate the formation of our beliefs these are circumstances in 
which (once instigated) we cannot fail to believe otherwise; in such scenarios 
our beliefs are still reflective of and determined by the evidence we possess.505 

The first aspect of the above problem is best brought out by considering 
cases where we attempt to manipulate which beliefs we maintain by con-
sciously choosing not to take up certain kinds of evidence.506 Imagine, for ex-
ample, that chemists in a pharmaceutical company choose, after one round of 
testing, not to conduct any further rounds of testing (knowing full well that a 
further round might expose errors and contradict their project funder’s in-
tended result). Or imagine a historian of the Tudor period who consciously 
chooses to avoid reading a particular book on the period which she fears will 
refute her favoured hypothesis, or that she chooses never to pick up another 
book on the Tudors again to avoid encountering what she knows will be new 

 
502 Ibid., pp.67–72,  
503 Peels (2017), 69; Feldman (2001, pp. 81–82).    
504 Marušić (2011), §3.  
505 Peels (2017), pp.67–72.  
506 Ibid., p.72.  
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counter-evidence. The chemists and the historian can exert some control over 
the formation of their beliefs. They can ensure that new beliefs are not ac-
quired. The problem is that, to the degree that these choices block the acqui-
sition of new evidence, they undermine the subject’s currently held beliefs. 
There are many reasons why we might want to shut ourselves off from new 
evidence: convenience, or moral or prudential benefits, say. But knowingly to 
shun any evidence on the matter, Peels argues, will be contrary to these ends. 
He writes, ‘Knowing that one is intentionally shunning evidence that bears on 
the truth of p and that might alter one’s belief that p suffices in normal cir-
cumstances for automatically suspending judgment on p, no matter how much 
one might want to believe that p for moral or prudential reasons’.507 Interest-
ingly, Peels is careful not to say that the maintenance of belief in this manner 
is impossible, but that in ordinary circumstances, those in which a person is 
cognizing rationally, one’s efforts will not be successful. Importantly, our re-
sponse to the above cases would be different if, in altered circumstances, the 
chemists, say, choose not to conduct further rounds of testing, because they 
believe that the evidence they had already gathered was conclusive and irref-
utable such that any further investigation would be a waste of time and that 
any contrary evidence generated would only be false or misleading. In such a 
case the chemists’ shunning of further investigation is ultimately directed by 
their current balance of their (believed) evidence. 

Cases in which we influence, but do not indirectly control, our beliefs face 
problems of a slightly different kind. Nonetheless, it is cases of influence 
which most easily demonstrate the way in which non-evidential trust may im-
pact our beliefs. Non-evidential trust can preserve a belief (e.g. the belief that 
our friend would not intentionally steal), and non-evidential trust can prompt 
the formation of a belief (e.g. the belief that a stranger will provide accurate 
directions to us). There are a few possible ways in which this could happen. 
The most obvious occurs in cases in which we inadvertently form or sustain a 
belief whilst we are not aware of, or, not conscious of how our thoughts, feel-
ings or actions will affect our beliefs. There may be other cases, for example, 
those where we do, or experience, something while lacking the belief that this 
will affect our beliefs, but we nonetheless have a long standing hope that the 
beliefs will arise, and even think it likely.  

These latter cases appear to sit on the borderline between indirect control 
and influence. Where they sit partly depends on precisely how likely one 
thinks it is that beliefs will occur. If we think it very likely, then the case seems 
much closer to cases of indirect control. So, to be precise, it is important to 
stipulate that the latter kind of cases are those in which we are not aware that 
our beliefs will be altered; we merely hope they will be altered and believe it 
more likely than not that they will. We think that there is more than  0.5  prob-
ability that it will happen, but whatever probability we assign is lower than 
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that required to count as having an all-out a belief. I think we may be able to 
categorise these as cases of influence, too. One familiar case of belief for-
mation of this kind is Pascal’s Wager. Pascal describes us as being able to 
exert control over actions such as going to church and have influence over 
beliefs that result from doing so. If one acts as if one believes the tenets of a 
particular religious faith, observing the relevant religious practices may well 
result in acquiring the beliefs in question.  

There are other possible options available here. But in narrowing our focus 
on the supposition that we can indeed affect which beliefs we form and main-
tain, at least through the above kinds influence, the question still remains as 
to whether we have to drop any non-evidentially motivated beliefs, once they 
are recognised as such. We can, at the very least, form beliefs mediated by 
non-evidential trust, whilst unaware that our trust will lead to forming a belief. 
The real issue that the Third Key Concern has brought to light is the question 
of whether we must drop these beliefs on becoming aware that we have them 
and that they lack an evidential basis. Indeed, it is all very well to say that we 
can form beliefs due to non-evidential trust, but if we have epistemic reason 
to drop these beliefs immediately on recognising them – either because it is 
impossible to do otherwise or because this is what epistemic rationality re-
quires – then their epistemic value is undermined. This has clear implications 
for non-evidential trust, evidential trust in this context appears quite epistem-
ically troublesome. 

5.3.3 Truth Tracking  
It is typically accepted that beliefs represent the world as being a certain way 
– when we believe that p we are committed to the truth of p, and that we are 
accordingly ‘under some normative pressure to have beliefs that are sensitive 
to considerations that bear upon their truth and falsity’.508 If to believe p is to 
take p as true, then ‘there is something odd going on’ if someone forms or 
retains a belief based on considerations that do not have bearing on the truth.509 
Nevertheless there are a few who argue that this standard picture is false, and 
claim that the purpose of belief is ‘not to simply track truth’.510 McCormick, 
for example argues ‘that it is possible to believe even if one takes oneself to 
have no evidence for the proposition believed. Beliefs are not wholly passive’. 
She is clear that in, full awareness, one can maintain a belief, whilst recogniz-
ing it lacks an evidential basis. In this manner she argues that belief and desires 
operate with more similarity than is typically assumed. She notes that on a 
standard account, beliefs have a single direction of fit: ‘[B]eliefs should be 

 
508 Keller (2004), p.337.  
509 Ibid., p.337.  
510 McCormick (2015), p.54.  
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changed to fit with the world, not vice versa’.511 Mental states such as desires 
are supposed to have the opposite direction of fit. On this standard account: 
‘desires aim at realization […] the fact that the indicative content of a desire 
is not realised in the world is not yet a failing in the desire, and not yet any 
reason to discard the desire; the world, crudely, should be changed to fit with 
our desires, not vice versa’. I agree that, with respect to desire at least, this 
picture seems misguided. Facts of the world do seem relevant to how we 
should form and maintain our desires. To use McCormick’s example: 

 
Suppose that after a break up, I have the desire to get back together with my 
ex. I will do what I can to “change the world” for it to fit with my desire, but 
as time goes on and it becomes clearer that the world is such that my desire 
cannot be fulfilled, I will likely judge that I should not have that desire. The 
desire will not disappear immediately upon recognition of the world’s failure 
to “fit” it–if it did heartbreaks would not take so long to get over.512 

 

McCormick continues by arguing that beliefs are similar. Hers is a revisionary 
account which portrays beliefs as having a more affective character than is 
commonly thought to be the case. She argues that, just like desires, beliefs do 
not disappear the moment we see that they do not fit the world: 

 
If a belief is deeply held, one that is central to one’s identity, one may well 
spend a lot of mental energy seeking ways of understanding the world so that 
one’s belief does fit it. If the world begins to reveal that my belief in my part-
ner’s fidelity is not fitting, I will seek out aspects of the world that will allow 
it to fit. At a certain point this may become impossible, perhaps at the point 
when I actually witness, through direct sense perception, the world thwarting 
my belief. Then I will discard it on pain of being delusional.513 

 

McCormick’s account is directly relevant to cases of forming aesthetic beliefs 
based on non-evidential trust. The kind of situations fostered by non-eviden-
tial trust in aesthetic contexts are situations which are ‘central to one’s iden-
tity’.514 Recall the cases in which we trust our neighbours to look after their 
dog seen in Chapter Three. Upon discovering that one trusts non-evidentially 
on these matters and that one has formed a belief concerning another’s trust-
worthiness which lacks evidential backing, I think many would still fight to 
retain this belief and the concomitant trust. To do so might be central to one’s 
identity, and therefore to how one perceives the world and others in it. It might, 

 
511 Ibid., p.65.  
512 Ibid., p.65.  
513 Ibid., p.66.  
514 As indicated in Chapters Three and Four, and in a manner that I shall say more about in 
Chapter Six, non-evidential trust in aesthetics fosters a sense of identity and a sense of belong-
ing in which we understand ourselves in relation to others. 
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for example, preserve one’s conception of the essential goodness of human 
nature and one’s conception of a shared sense of honour and respect. 

But, of course, this does not have much bearing on whether this account is 
actually right. A clear worry for this account is that it requires a fairly revi-
sionary approach to the concept of belief. Moreover, and more notably for our 
purposes, the account’s insensitivity to considerations that bear upon their 
truth and falsity appears to undermine its pedagogic value, and thereby also 
the ability of non-evidential trust to place us in better epistemic standing. This 
is problematic, because the ability of non-evidential trust to place us in a better 
epistemic standing is one of the reasons we started to become interested in the 
idea of non-evidential trust in the first place in this book. I do not intend to 
settle the matter here, but instead wish simply to explore our options. At first 
glance none of the ways of approaching the idea that non-evidential trust en-
ables belief formation seem to offer a result in which non-evidential trust 
emerges as an epistemically viable option. 

 Roughly speaking, the problem appears to be that it is hard to see how non-
evidential trust can have a positive epistemic significance because the beliefs 
either diverge from our epistemic goals or risk being dropped straight away 
once the lack of evidential support for them is recognised, and so they never 
have a chance to impact on us. Fortunately, appearances can be deceptive.  

5.4  Epistemic Facilitation  
Let’s look at our options in more detail. As Kawall notes, most of the time 
non-evidential trust is something that we simply possess.515 When we acquire 
non-evidential trust non-consciously, the beliefs that we form on the basis of 
it will be non-consciously formed, too. There are three possible scenarios here: 
first, we simply never reflect on, nor become aware of having, these beliefs; 
they can remain ‘below the surface’. Second, we do become aware of having 
these beliefs and that they lack an evidential basis, and we feel compelled to 
drop them. Third, we do become aware of having these beliefs and upon doing 
so they remain as described by McCormick, unless strong enough evidence 
arises and compels us to think otherwise. Trust can also arise intentionally (but 
not voluntarily),  as in the case in which we hope a belief will arise and think 
it somewhat likely to do so.516 

These options are problematic. The primary problem with each of these 
options is that they ignore or go against evidence, demonstrate an 

 
515 Kawall (2013).  
516 To clarify again, trust, as I understand it can never be the result of a rational decision but we 
can intentionally manipulate the situation so that we put ourselves in the best possible position 
for the trusting disposition to be formed. Although it doesn’t arise voluntarily, it may arise 
consciously, these are situations in which one hopes that trust will occur, and believes it likely 
that it will. 
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imperviousness to  truth, and upon most readings have to be dropped upon 
recognition if their origin. However this need not entail that they lack epis-
temic significance or impact, and it is possible that sometimes the impact is 
positive. I do not want to deny the claim that the avoidance of evidence can 
thwart our access to truth and generally undermine our interests; but I also 
want to recognise that it can aid these goals too. What I have in mind here is 
what Wallbank and Reisner have called ‘reasons of epistemic facilitation’, 
which are or can provide reasons to believe in pedagogic situations.517 These 
are reasons which foster a broadening of our epistemic horizons, they facilitate 
our access to new true beliefs, and facilitate the attainment of competence and 
learning by opening us up to new beliefs and pedagogic experiences. This re-
mains the case even in circumstances where we trust those who inform us 
falsely. In returning to the case of non-evidential trust in testimony, we may 
even have reasons of epistemic facilitation in cases where the testimony is 
false and the testifier(s) unreliable. The claim is that ‘there is a (qualified) 
standing epistemic reason to believe those whom we non-evidentially trust 
with respect to a particular domain up until the point where we have appropri-
ate access to evidential reasons for belief in that domain. In short, trust pro-
vides reasons for belief until new evidence becomes available in a particular 
sense of “available”’.518  

Examples of such epistemic facilitation can be found in familiar situations 
of learning. Wallbank and Reisner invite us to consider an adult literacy course 
in which one is taught to read and write.519 In such a case the student presumes 
the teacher knows more about reading and writing than they do. The student 
is attending the course with the intention of learning to read and thereby im-
proving her own epistemic standing and reducing the epistemic gap between 
herself and the teacher.520 Assuming that the student was completely unable to 
read prior to the course, the student would not be in a position to judge on the 
basis of sufficient evidence that a particular teacher is herself able to read well: 
‘the student would not be in a position to compare the teacher’s claims about 
what a particular passage says with what it actually says’.521 She will be able 
to acquire some evidence on the matter. She will have some evidence that 
there are people who communicate with each other sufficiently and that they 
can interact and carry out various tasks on the basis of written language. Nev-
ertheless, she will yet not be able to identify those who are particularly profi-
cient in this language. She will not yet herself be able to ascertain whether the 
teacher is competent in this language and accepted by the literate community. 
Beliefs formed by the student in the light of the adult literary course would, at 
least initially, be formed non-evidentially. 

 
517 See Wallbank and Reisner (2020) for what follows.  
518 Wallbank and Reisner (2020), p.249.  
519 Ibid., p.249.  
520 Ibid., p.248.  
521 Ibid., p.248.  
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Wallbank and Reisner observe that as the student continues to take the 
course, we can suppose that the student’s reading and writing will improve, as 
will her ability to verify the expertise of the teacher. Indeed, as she continues 
her learning she may come to realise that the teacher is mistaken on various 
aspects of the written language, rules of grammar and punctuation, say. In 
which case, as the student’s reading abilities improve, she may no longer need 
to trust her teacher.522 Nevertheless, by having non-evidential trust and by hav-
ing her trust tested as new evidence comes to light, even though at least some 
of her beliefs turned out to be false or inappropriate or inapplicable, she was 
somewhat better enabled to work out how to progress than if she had not 
trusted at all. Trusting her teacher was neither necessary nor sufficient for the 
student to learn to read.523 Nevertheless, Wallbank and Reisner are keen to 
stress that ‘it was an effective means for her to learn to read’, particularly ef-
fective for her in the early stages of learning. It may be the kind of launch pad 
for further beliefs, and true ones at that.524 The student in this case, seems to 
have good epistemic reason to have non-evidential trust, and non-evidential 
trust can confer some epistemic benefit.  

In this manner, non-evidential trust may facilitate a general open-minded-
ness to new beliefs and experiences within the domain in question. An exam-
ple of this can be found in aesthetics: having a friend who loves contemporary 
jazz may foster the implicit deference-based belief that contemporary jazz is 
great, which may in turn prompt a host of further subsequent beliefs and in-
vestigations in the light of this. If one becomes aware that one has the belief 
that contemporary jazz is great just because a friend believes it to be so – 
without having given it real thought or attention, we may be prompted to re-
flect on these beliefs and the concepts surrounding them, and we may well be 
prompted to find out more. It is a mechanism which encourages intellectual 
curiosity and investigation, which isolation from non-evidential trust in testi-
mony thwarts. 

Hence non-evidential trust in deferential testimony can not only have epis-
temic significance, it can have positive epistemic significance. Again, I do not 
want to deny the claim that rejecting or ignoring evidence can thwart our ac-
cess to truth and generally undermine our epistemic interests, but I also want 
to recognise that it can aid these goals too, by aiding open-mindedness and the 
broadening of our horizons. Relatedly it is important to note that Wallbank 
and Reisner neither defend nor reject epistemic consequentialism. But I note 
here that the ability to form beliefs despite the (absence of) evidence may be 
conducive in the long run to forming a higher ratio of true to false beliefs (even 
if the opposite happens in the short run). 

 
522 Ibid., p.249. 
523 Ibid., p.249.  
524 Ibid. p.249.  



 179 

Taking stock, I have responded to three key concerns about the epistemic 
significance of non-evidential trust: the concern that there are no epistemic 
reasons in favour of non-evidential trust; the concern that there are no epis-
temic reasons in favour of non-evidential trust, but that there are epistemic 
reasons against it (and we looked specifically at reasons of rationality); and 
finally the concern that not only does there appear to be an absence of epis-
temic reasons for non-evidentially trusting, and not only do there appear to be 
epistemic reasons against  it, the phenomenon described in fact appears inop-
erable – we cannot form beliefs in the manner described. In response I have 
argued that we can form beliefs in the manner described, and I have offered 
some vindication of the idea that deferring to testimony can have a positive 
epistemic status, conferring some significant epistemic benefit. Drawing from 
this discussion we are finally now in a position to resolve one of the issues 
with which this enquiry first began, and clarify how we can form aesthetic 
beliefs through deferring to aesthetic testimony, and how such deference can 
have epistemic benefit. To do this we must consider the aesthetic significance 
of deference to aesthetic testimony. This is what we shall turn to in the next 
chapter.  
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6. Chapter Six: Aesthetic Implications of 
Trust in Aesthetic Testimony 

It has been the purpose of this thesis to analyse three Common Commitments 
about the notion of aesthetic testimony. These commitments can be captured 
as follows: (1) we can form beliefs about the ascription of aesthetic qualities 
by deferring to aesthetic testimony, (2) doing so may be epistemically benefi-
cial, even though (3) doing so is not recommended, aesthetically speaking. 
Where here it is held that deferring is not an aesthetically optimal way of en-
gaging with aesthetic qualities. In this manner it is held that deference to aes-
thetic testimony is not aesthetically beneficial, or at least not a particularly 
aesthetically beneficial way of engaging with aesthetic qualities. The accounts 
which endorse these commitments hold that aesthetic testimony does not op-
erate differently from non-aesthetic testimony with regards to belief for-
mation. Aesthetic testimony may confer much the same epistemic benefits alt-
hough, deference to aesthetic testimony cannot be said to reflect an optimal 
kind of aesthetic engagement.  

In Chapter One I framed and contextualised the Common Commitments. I 
showed that those who endorse (1) fail to clarify exactly how we form aes-
thetic beliefs and that this in turn results in a failure to adequately explain how 
we might do so with epistemic benefit (in a manner which has bearing on (2)). 
Defenders of the Common Commitments are keen to insist that there is noth-
ing epistemically problematic about deference to aesthetic testimony entailed 
by the nature of aesthetic beliefs. Although this may be so, it does not rule out 
the possibility that there are other features of a deferential engagement with 
aesthetic testimony which are epistemically problematic. I noted that some 
philosophers do go on to acknowledge that there may be something epistemi-
cally problematic about deference to aesthetic testimony in other respects, 
while still assuming (2).  

Over the course of Chapters Two to Five, I demonstrated that something 
has been missing from this analysis. There is a somewhat neglected the way 
in which deferential engagements with aesthetic testimony can be held to be 
epistemically problematic, and this puts their understanding of (2) into ques-
tion in addition to putting some pressure on (1). Chapter Five sought a way to 
overcome this difficulty. Chapters Two to Five have explored important epis-
temic challenges facing the aesthetic domain in particular, and have provided 
accounts which enable us to reasonably maintain (1) and (2). These chapters 
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have shed light on how we can form aesthetic beliefs by deferentially trusting 
aesthetic testimony. They have also clarified how we can do so with some 
epistemic benefit. Nevertheless, (3) has not been fully examined yet, and that 
is the purpose of this final chapter. I here would like to discuss the importance 
of moving away from the common narrative captured by (3).  

As explained in Chapter One, Commitment (3) largely emerges by supple-
menting the assumption that aesthetic appreciation is not directly formed just 
by deference to aesthetic testimony, together with a few further assumptions. 
The first of these is that it is appreciation, and not mere aesthetic belief for-
mation, which is of real significance for our aesthetic engagements (under the 
consideration of aesthetic reasons). It is aesthetic appreciation, and a particular 
kind of aesthetically appreciative ideal that we are striving for in our aesthetic 
engagements. The second assumption is that deference is not, or is not partic-
ularly, conducive either to the formation of aesthetic appreciation or, more 
broadly, the aesthetically ideal kinds of appreciative experiences. Indeed, one 
common theme present here is that whatever it is that reflects the aesthetic 
ideal (i.e. that which we are striving for in our aesthetic engagements under 
the broad consideration of aesthetic reasons), appreciation is fundamental to 
it whereas deference is not. Deference is not conducive (or not particularly 
conducive) to our pursuit of the aesthetic ideal.  

Commitment (3) tends to be developed and tailored into two different 
views. Philosophers hold either that (3*) aesthetically speaking, deference to 
aesthetic testimony is not at all a beneficial way of engaging with aesthetic 
qualities because it hinders our pursuit of the aesthetic ideal, or that (3**) def-
erence to aesthetic testimony is not a particularly beneficial way of engaging 
with aesthetic qualities because it is not optimally conducive to the aesthetic 
ideal.  

In both kinds of development, deference to aesthetic testimony emerges as 
somewhat aesthetically troublesome, and is not recommended. On my view, 
both (3*) and (3**) are problematic. Even though (3**) has a slight advantage 
over (3*), it is still missing something important. The first section of this chap-
ter will outline two basic kinds of argumentation found in the literature which 
reflect (3*) and (3**). Subsequent sections will examine different versions of 
these arguments. We shall start with the more severe opposition to deference, 
namely that captured by (3*) in §6.2. After challenging various key assump-
tions in this argument, I shall work my way towards a more accommodating 
account in §§6.3 – 6.4. I shall put increasing pressure on various key assump-
tions about deference and the aesthetic domain in order to establish just how 
accommodating an account of deference we can reasonably expect. §6.5 will 
offer a conclusion.  
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6.1  Two kinds of arguments.  
Unsurprisingly, there is considerable disagreement about how we should live 
ideal aesthetic lives and how best to engage with the aesthetic qualities of an 
object of appreciation. One common theme, however, is that whatever the 
ideal aesthetic life amounts to, appreciation is fundamental to it whereas en-
gagements in which we defer are not. We can succinctly capture one kind of 
argument as follows:  
 

I Anything that is not an aesthetically ideal kind of aesthetic engage-
ment or does not optimally aid the pursuit of the aesthetically ideal 
kind of aesthetic engagement is not particularly beneficial for our aes-
thetic lives.  

II Deference to testimony is neither an aesthetically ideal kind of aes-
thetic engagement, nor does it optimally aid the pursuit of the aestheti-
cally ideal kind of aesthetic engagement.  

 
C1. Deference to aesthetic testimony is not particularly beneficial for our aes-
thetic lives.  

 

Such an argument reflects (3**). As we saw in Chapter One, it is standardly 
held that mere deference to aesthetic testimony does not enable us directly to 
appreciate aesthetic qualities. Deference is said to produce mere aesthetic be-
lief instead. It is also commonly held that aesthetic appreciation is fundamen-
tal to the aesthetically ideal kind of aesthetic engagement. And, finally, it is 
often thought that when producing mere aesthetic beliefs, deference is neither 
the aesthetically ideal kind of aesthetic engagement nor optimally conducive 
to the formation of either aesthetic appreciation nor optimally conducive to 
the formation of aesthetically ideal appreciative experiences (which reflect the 
aesthetically ideal kind of aesthetic engagement). Deference to aesthetic testi-
mony is, then, not an optimal kind of aesthetic engagement aesthetically 
speaking. This reflects the kind of response that can be found in Ransom and 
Lord, which I raised in Chapter One and about which I shall say more in 
§6.3.525 Hereafter, when I talk about what we are striving for in our aesthetic 
engagements, or refer to ‘the ideal’, it will be specifically with the aesthetic 
ideal in mind. 

The ideas central to (I)-(II) are sometimes developed slightly differently, 
and more in line with (3*). This version operates with the following kind of 
commitments. Anything that is detrimental to the ideal kind of aesthetic en-
gagement is what we have aesthetic reason to avoid. The ideal of aesthetic 
engagement reflects a certain kind of appreciative experience. Anything that 

 
525 Lord (2018); Ransom (2017).  
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undermines our opportunities to have either aesthetic appreciation, or this spe-
cific kind of aesthetically appreciative experience, is detrimental to our aes-
thetic life. We therefore have aesthetic reason to avoid it. When we choose to 
defer to aesthetic testimony rather than to take the opportunity to experience 
the matter first-hand, we are broadly undermining our opportunity to pursue 
the aesthetic ideal. Deference to aesthetic testimony is thus detrimental to the 
aesthetic ideal and thwarts our opportunities to appreciate ideally. To the ex-
tent that deference to aesthetic testimony frustrates our opportunities to appre-
ciate ideally, we have aesthetic reasons to avoid deferring to aesthetic testi-
mony. We can capture the idea succinctly as follows:  
 

III We have aesthetic reason to pursue the ideal kind of aesthetic engage-
ment.  

IV Deference to testimony subverts the pursuit of the ideal kind of aes-
thetic engagement.  

V Anything that subverts the pursuit of the ideal kind of aesthetic en-
gagement ought to be avoided.  

 
C2. Deference to testimony ought to be avoided.  
 

On this account, it is accepted that deference to aesthetic testimony is not an 
ideal kind of aesthetic engagement, but it is also more strongly held that def-
erence actively hinders the pursuit of the aesthetic ideal and so should be 
avoided. One theory which seems to endorse this kind of argument is that de-
fended by Thi Nguyen.526 Nguyen’s account reflects a slightly stronger oppo-
sition to deference than that of Lord’s and Ransom’s accounts where defer-
ence is simply not generally recommended. However, there is a very large 
difference between an absence of a general recommendation to j (in a manner 
reflected by the accounts of Lord and Ransom), and a recommendation that 
one not j (in a manner expressed by Nguyen). 

It will be helpful for us to start by examining (III)-(V), the stronger oppo-
sition, and work our way from there towards more accommodating accounts. 
One thing that we will observe as we proceed is that while there is considera-
ble disagreement about that which constitutes the ideal kind of aesthetic en-
gagement, most philosophers hold that deference is not, or is not particularly, 
conducive to it. In what follows I simply want to put some pressure on this 
well-established position.  

 

 
526 Nguyen (2019). 
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6.2  (III)-(V): Nguyen 
Let us start by taking a look at (V). The first thing to note is that the terminol-
ogy here is vague. Sometimes the term ‘ought’ is used to simply capture rea-
sons in favour of something, and at other times it is used to capture demands, 
obligations and requirements. Since the notion of aesthetic obligation is con-
troversial, I shall just engage with (V) as a consideration about reasons in fa-
vour of something. Even then, however, it is still an open question whether 
what is captured pertains to a balance of aesthetic reasons, or pro-tanto aes-
thetic reasons. I take the latter to be the most minimal claim, and therefore 
also the most plausible. But even if we can engage with (V) after some clari-
fication, it is still not clear that the other commitments hold. In what follows 
we shall put particular pressure on (IV). 

How does Nguyen advance (IV)? Nguyen’s account is motivated by what 
he describes as a ‘deep tension’ between two aspects of our aesthetic engage-
ments.527 On the one hand we seem driven to acquire truths, ‘guided by an 
interest in getting things right’.528 After all, we spend a lot of effort examining 
objects of aesthetic appreciation, checking and re-checking details, arguing 
and debating.529 This interest, Nguyen argues, would be aided by deference. 
On the other hand, we seek aesthetic autonomy. As he writes, ‘we seem com-
mitted to principles of individuality and autonomy in aesthetic appreciation. 
For one, we seem to think that in aesthetic appreciation, we must form our 
own judgements for ourselves’.530 This, in contrast to the previous case, is an 
interest which is thwarted by deference. According to Nguyen, this latter in-
terest takes priority over the first. The idea is that, if we were solely driven by 
the goal of attaining truths, we would not hold back on deferring to testimony, 
but this does not seem appropriate for our aesthetic engagements under con-
sideration of our specifically aesthetically orientated goals. While it would be 
appropriate to defer to testimony in most other contexts, during our aesthetic 
engagements ‘we value the activity of forming judgements more than we do 
getting our judgements right’.531 In particular, Nguyen claims, we value the 
activity of forming these judgements autonomously.  

On Nguyen’s account, aesthetic appreciation is fundamental to our aes-
thetic lives. More specifically, autonomous appreciative engagements reflect 
the aesthetically ideal kind of aesthetic engagement. To autonomously engage 
with an aesthetic quality is to experience it both by and for ourselves.532 An 
appeal to deference reflects the precise opposite of this ideal. In virtue of de-
ferring, we cut short the opportunity for the ideal kind of engagement with the 

 
527 Ibid., p.1127.  
528 Ibid., p.117.  
529 Ibid., p.1127.  
530 Ibid., p.1127.  
531Ibid., p.1129.  
532 Cf. Chapter One.  
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work. Indeed, he states that ‘in aesthetic life, we demand direct autonomy’, 
where this is to say that ‘one ought to arrive at one’s aesthetic judgements of 
an object through the application of one’s own faculties and abilities, without 
the use of testimony’.533 Nguyen also claims that ‘we shouldn’t defer to aes-
thetic testimony because figuring it out for ourselves is the whole point’.534  

There is no need to deny that deferring stands in opposition to autonomy. 
That said, it is still possible to challenge the idea that autonomous aesthetic 
appreciation reflects the ideal kind of aesthetic engagement. Accordingly, it is 
still possible to challenge (IV) in this context. To bring out this concern, let us 
now turn to consider some of the reasons why Nguyen thinks autonomy is so 
important.  

Nguyen thinks that autonomy is important for our aesthetic engagements 
for two reasons. First, autonomous aesthetic engagements allow us to exercise 
control over how we attend to aesthetic qualities. Second, such control also 
allows us to attend to aesthetic qualities in a meaningfully prolonged way. 
Clearly, the first reason is considered important here insofar as it serves and 
relates to the second reason. The first reason reflects the assumption that by 
having control over the direction of one’s attention, one can decide ‘which 
features to attend to next, which possibilities to explore’, such that ‘[o]ne in-
habits one’s investigations more fully when one has to guide them from mo-
ment to moment’.535 The second reason reflects the assumption that when one 
inhabits one’s investigations more fully, one is enabled to investigate the mat-
ter in a meaningfully prolonged manner.536  

To help bring out the importance of a meaningfully prolonged engagement, 
Nguyen appeals to John Stuart Mill and the contention that it is important that 
we feel ‘the pressure to actively rethink, reconsider, and reformulate’ one’s 
beliefs.537 The idea is that we need to constantly re-evaluate our beliefs and be 
prepared to defend them in order for them to be truly worthwhile, and that this 
is particularly so in aesthetics according to Nguyen.538 He brings this out with 
an example:  
 

Imagine how we would feel if the field of philosophical ethics, after millennia 
of work, finally came to an agreement about the right ethical theory, and pro-
duced a text with careful and convincing arguments that cleared up the major 
moral dilemmas and settled the major questions. I think we might feel rather 
relieved; we might even feel that philosophy had partially redeemed itself. I 
would certainly wish to read it to judge its arguments for myself, and I would 
be happy if I were to be convinced and all my moral worries settled once and 
for all. And I would wish to teach this book to my undergraduates. I would 

 
533 Ibid., p.1127, p.1130.  
534 Ibid., p.1136.  
535 Ibid., p.1139. 
536 Ibid., p.1139–1140.  
537 Ibid., p.1140; Mill (1967), pp. 247–9.  
538 Ibid., p.1140. 
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certainly want them to read the arguments and consider them for themselves, 
to be convinced through their own process of reasoning – but the availability 
of convincing, conclusive arguments would be a good thing. How would we 
feel, on the other hand, if the world of literary scholarship came out with a 
conclusive analysis of Joyce’s Ulysses, which settled every debate, answered 
every question, and disambiguated every term, in convincing and comprehen-
sible arguments? I think I would feel rather sad – that the world of the arts had 
been substantially diminished. And I, for one, would not wish to read it. We 
pursue moral judgments with the hope of getting it right, but we pursue aes-
thetic judgments for the sake of the activity of engagement.539 

 

According to this account, it is important that our aesthetic engagements are 
conducted with a kind of ‘aesthetic bottomlessness’, a persistent searching for 
new ways to understand the subtle depth of meaning behind each work.540 
Nguyen explains that when we have such continued engagements, it is im-
portant that our experiences are still grounded in the appreciation of the ob-
ject’s qualities. We need to respect those qualities, and try to understand how 
they are manifested. We cannot simply make things up for the sake of contin-
ued engagement.  

Nguyen’s discussion appears to rest on the idea that re-evaluation and pro-
longation of our aesthetic engagements is fundamental to the aesthetic ideal, 
not autonomy itself. Autonomy is just a means in which the re-evaluation and 
prolongation of our aesthetic engagements is enabled. So, if Nguyen is right 
to assign such importance to the re-evaluation and prolongation of our aes-
thetic engagements (which in fact remains unclear), then deference is no 
longer something which represents the opposite of his ideal. Deference is pre-
cisely opposed to autonomy, but it is not clear that it stands in the same relation 
to our prolonged engagements. In fact, as I see it, deference may be conducive 
to the prolongation of our aesthetic engagements. Of course, Nguyen denies 
this.  

In putting pressure on Nguyen’s account we see that there is actually a sec-
ond kind of argument at work. This argument holds that i) the ideal kind of 
aesthetic engagement is really one in which we pursue continued engagement 
with the aesthetic object, and ii) deference undermines continued engagement 
with the aesthetic object of appreciation. The main idea is that deference un-
dermines our pursuit of the aesthetic ideal. In approaching this second argu-
ment, I would like to highlight that (i) remains to be shown, while (ii) is false. 
For the moment, let us focus on why Nguyen seems committed to (ii). 

According to Nguyen, deference undermines our opportunities to have aes-
thetically ideal appreciative engagements by replacing the experience with the 
simple acquisition of belief. Nguyen compares aesthetic appreciation to a 
game: ‘[w]hen we play a game, we try to win. But often winning isn’t the 

 
539 Ibid., p.1152.  
540 Ibid., p.1151.  
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point; playing is’.541 Similarly, when we aesthetically appreciate we try to 
form correct judgements, but attaining correct judgements is not the point of 
our appreciative engagement. Rather, the process of engaging with it is the 
point; that is, the process of ‘interpreting, investigating, and exploring the aes-
thetic object’.542 Deference defeats the point of the appreciative process in a 
similar manner to the shortcuts and cheats of a game. The games that Nguyen 
has in mind are puzzle-solving games, such as chess and murder mysteries. 
For these kinds of games deference to others always involves taking some sort 
of shortcut and signals the end of the activity. He describes it as comparable 
to a marathon runner taking a taxi to the finish line.543 If we defer to testimony 
rather ‘than coming up with our own [analysis], then we will skip over the 
very process of engagement which we value’. According to Nguyen, when we 
defer to testimony our aesthetic lives go badly because deference is like a 
‘jumping off point’, it ‘is the totality and endpoint of his aesthetic activity’.544 
We feel the pressure to prolong our aesthetic engagements when we engage 
by ourselves, and this is why autonomy reflects the aesthetic ideal. But we do 
not feel this pressure to prolong our aesthetic engagements when we defer to 
the testimony others.  

Nguyen stipulates that non-deferential responses to testimony are accepta-
ble.545 Recall that non-deferential responses are ones in which we suspend 
judgement on the matter and actively respond to the matter in question, using 
testimony as a prompt to investigate and try to form the judgements for our-
selves. It is a means by which we can valuably force ourselves to contemplate 
a matter. Non-deference can inspire a continued appreciative engagement. But 
deferential appeals, he argues, do not do this. Deference simply terminates 
discussion on the matter. Since we do not acquire an appreciative understand-
ing of aesthetic qualities, our engagement with aesthetic qualities simply ends 
there. So, here, autonomy is an optimal means of reaching our aesthetic goals 
– non-deferential responses to testimony are acceptable, and deferential re-
sponses are not.  

Several steps in this argument are questionable. Suppose that we accept that 
autonomy allows us to exercise agency and direct our attention. Suppose also 
that doing so is conducive to feeling motivated to continue a prolonged en-
gagement with the aesthetic qualities of the work. Let us also accept, for the 
moment, that feeling a desire to prolong our engagement with the aesthetic 
qualities is at least part of what it is to be living our best aesthetic lives (i.e. 
that it is part of living in a manner that it is aesthetically ideal). Even if we 
accept all this, it has still not been shown why deferential engagements alleg-
edly undermine our aesthetic goals. The key idea of this second kind of 

 
541 Ibid., p.1127.  
542 Ibid., p.1127.  
543 Ibid., p.1147.  
544 Ibid., p.1129.  
545 Ibid., p.1147.  
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argument is that when we defer to testimony we get an end product, but not 
the journey, and it is the journey that is important. But it is not clear why 
getting an end product first would undermine our opportunities to take any 
future journeys. Also, why are prolonged aesthetic engagements important to 
living ideal aesthetic lives in the first place?  

Nguyen’s stance on deference here may be influenced by the standard as-
sumptions made in the philosophical literature on trust. Given the arguments 
of Chapter Two and Chapter Three, we can say that non-evidential trust can 
be at work in cases of deference to aesthetic testimony, and as we have seen 
in Chapter Three, non-evidential trust is standardly understood to operate with 
a readiness to abstain from searching for further evidence at the time. Such 
abstinence from evidence might undermine a prolonged aesthetic engagement. 
We have seen that most accounts describe the abstinence from evidence more 
strictly to be a condition of the maintenance and formation of non-evidential 
trust. We have also seen that matters are not quite so straightforward.546 Note, 
forming and maintaining non-evidential trust does not preclude the possibility 
that you will in the future acquire more information about p, and come to ex-
perience x and appreciate why the claim ‘x is p’ is true. Most pertinently for 
our purposes, it does not even preclude the possibility that you actively seek 
out further epistemic states about the matter, such as a state of appreciation as 
to why the claim ‘x is p’ is true. There is also nothing stopping one from using 
one’s trust that ‘x is p’ to form new beliefs or attaining new opportunities for 
appreciation. In fact, deference will likely prompt a considerable amount of 
further epistemic inquiry. The only thing that is required in order for one to 
retain non-evidential trust while you conduct such inquiries is that you do not 
doubt that ‘x is p’ is true. And, of course, to form non-evidential trust is not to 
commit oneself to always trying to retain it. Deference to aesthetic testimony 
can, in this context, be a valuable launch pad for further investigation and, as 
we saw in Chapter Five, often non-evidential trust is simply dropped once new 
evidence comes to light.  

In sum, there are three things to say in response to Nguyen’s arguments. 
First, it simply doesn’t seem to be the case that deference ends prolonged en-
gagement, and it certainly does not do so necessarily. It can be just as much a 
launch pad for continued aesthetic appreciative engagement as non-deferential 
responses are. The only difference is that when deferring we do not suspend 
judgement on the matter first. Second, if the aesthetic ideal ultimately reflects 
prolonged engagement and not really autonomy, then given the first, there is 
no reason to think that deference plays any necessary role in thwarting the 
aesthetic ideal. Indeed, on a closer look we see that Nguyen emphasises au-
tonomy because he ultimately regards it as serving some other function. Most 
notably, whilst autonomy is thwarted by deference, the aspect of it which he 
finds centrally important does not necessarily seem thwarted in this way. 

 
546 Cf. Chapter Three.  
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Third, it has still not been shown why we should think that continued aesthetic 
engagement reflects the aesthetic ideal (i.e. the most optimal way of conduct-
ing our aesthetic lives).  

One reason why people engage with Mill’s idea that the continued evalua-
tion of beliefs is important is that it is beneficial for us epistemically.547 It al-
lows us to re-examine and highlight erroneous assumptions and make new 
connections in a manner that does not occur when we simply take a matter for 
granted. But this does not seem to be what Nguyen has in mind. Here the 
thought seems to be something more along the lines of the suggestion that we 
gain pleasure from the difficult puzzle that aesthetic entities pose. That is to 
say that we would be disappointed if the puzzle was easily solved, and we 
would be undermining our opportunity to have this pleasure if we were to 
defer and treat the matter as if it were solved. As we shall see, this assessment 
of what we are striving for in our aesthetic lives warrants some further reflec-
tion.  

The first two points have been brought out in my analysis above. However, 
the third point and its full significance is yet to be addressed. In order to do 
so, I now turn to a different kind of account, namely that defended by Lord 
and Ransom. I introduced these accounts in Chapter One, but it will be helpful 
for us to revisit them in greater detail here. For these theories, the set of aes-
thetic reasons governing aesthetic engagements point to a different kind of 
aesthetic ideal entirely. Lord and Ransom explain that deference does not al-
ways subvert that which we are aiming for in our aesthetic engagements, and 
that it may even be of some benefit to our aesthetic goals in certain contexts. 
Nonetheless, on their accounts deference remains an aesthetically non-optimal 
kind of engagement.  

6.3  (I)-(II): Lord and Ransom  
The accounts defended by Lord and Ransom engage with commitments such 
as (I)–(II) such that C1 is entailed. Deference to testimony is not an optimal 
kind of aesthetic engagement. Since these theories bring out these commit-
ments in broadly similar ways, I will address them together. 

Recall that for Lord, deference can be a tool with which we can arrive at 
‘various aesthetic truths’, and that this is particularly useful in certain select 
circumstances (more specifically those where we have ‘pressures on our time, 
attention, and stamina’548). Indeed, Lord argues that it can be useful ‘for many 
of us to be pointed in the right direction by a trusted informant’.549 Lord nev-
ertheless still insists that doing so is ‘defective’ in some way, and that there is 

 
547 Tollefsen refs.  
548 Lord (2018), p.79.  
549 Ibid., p.79.  
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something greatly ‘amiss’ about deferring when we lack the pressures on time, 
attention and stamina.550 So what exactly is amiss? I think what he has in mind 
is similar to Ransom.  

Both Ransom and Lord hold that our aesthetic engagements can manifest 
two different kinds of epistemic state: mere belief and an appreciative kind of 
judgement, and that testimony only directly provides the former.551 Ransom 
mentions that there are two significant kinds of competence which can be de-
veloped and displayed during our aesthetic engagements. She labels one kind 
of competence ‘epistemic’. This one refers to the skill set involved in as-
sessing the epistemic reasons one might have to form a belief in light of an-
other’s testimony. The second kind of competence is what she terms an ‘aes-
thetic competence’. This one refers to the skill set involved in appreciating 
aesthetic qualities, a skillset in which we display our aesthetic sensibilities and 
appreciative proficiency when engaging with aesthetic qualities.552 For Ran-
som, only the former kind of competence can both be displayed and well-de-
veloped by deference to aesthetic testimony, but it is the latter that we strive 
to display and develop in our aesthetic lives. It seems then, that on this kind 
of account, the display and development of such aesthetic competence reflects 
the aesthetic ideal. In the light of my arguments in Chapters Two, Three, Four 
and Five we should question the idea that standard kinds of epistemic compe-
tence can be displayed and developed in cases of aesthetic testimony. Since 
we have addressed this point elsewhere, let us for the moment focus on the 
idea that we aim to develop and display aesthetic competence during our aes-
thetic engagements, and that deference does not optimally enable this.  

Ransom explains that deference to aesthetic testimony ‘involves the exer-
cise of the wrong sort of skills’ for the optimal development of aesthetic com-
petence.553 An example might help here. Consider the case of a child who is 
learning basic mathematics and does not quite understand why it is not best to 
just use a calculator. Of course, if the child just relies on a calculator they 
would have acquired various new true beliefs but they would have lacked an 
understanding of what made them true. The child would lack an appreciation 
of the mathematical problem in question. Moreover, they would not have 
taken the opportunity for developing the skill set required for the kind of un-
derstanding which encompasses the ability to reliably apply what you know. 
In precisely the same manner, aesthetic competence, being richer and appre-
ciative, depends on and reflects an understanding of the matter in question in 
a way which is not directly enabled by deference. It seems fair to say, there-
fore, that we can optimally display and practice this competence when 

 
550 Ibid., p.79.  
551 Ransom (2017); Lord (2018).  
552 Lord (2018), p.87, p72.  
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engaging with the object of appreciation first-hand, but that we cannot do so 
when we are simply being told various aesthetic truths.  

On Ransom’s account, there appears to be an ideal of aesthetic engagement 
which involves the development of our aesthetic sensibilities. To this extent it 
seems fair to capture her account as one which accepts (II). Recall that this 
involves contention that deference to testimony is not optimally conducive to 
the pursuit of the ideal kind of aesthetic engagement (which in this context is 
understood as one in which our appreciative competence and aesthetic sensi-
bilities are developed and displayed). If we can accept (I), C1 follows.  

One might think here that if deference involves the exercise of the wrong 
sort of skills, then it does not seem conducive to the pursuit of the aesthetic 
ideal at all. But Ransom does not make this move. Her account is a little more 
nuanced. While Ransom holds that deference to aesthetic testimony ‘involves 
the exercise of the wrong sort of skills’, she also claims that deference can be 
of some help in the formation of aesthetic skills and that it can indirectly ena-
ble appreciative experiences. In fact, she thinks that this engagement with tes-
timony can be ‘an important source of training’.554 Now, the idea that defer-
ence involves the exercise of the wrong sort of skills and the idea that it can 
provide an important kind of training might seem hard to tally up at first. This 
is probably because training is not the best term to use in this context. Appeal-
ing to Wallbank and Reisner’s discussion of epistemic facilitation in the con-
text of non-evidential trust can help clarify matters. If we are not sure how to 
navigate the aesthetic domain, an appeal to testimony can at least reveal to us 
what it is that we have not yet grasped, and it can launch us into an investiga-
tive process by which we can try and work towards understanding what we 
have not yet grasped. Indeed, this seems to be what Ransom has in mind with 
her claim that ‘[a]esthetic testimony can be vital to developing aesthetic com-
petence as it can serve as a source of knowledge for novices who would oth-
erwise be unsure of how to approach certain artworks, or even which artworks 
to engage with’.555 The idea also more generally chimes fairly well with Lord’s 
contention that it can be helpful to be pointed in the right direction by trusted 
informants. Drawing from Wallbank and Reisner, it is perhaps more appropri-
ate to say that it is helpful for us to be pointed in a direction, not just in the 
right direction.556  

The accounts defended by Ransom and Lord recognise the sense in which 
deference to aesthetic testimony can confer some aesthetic benefit. This is to 

 
554 Ibid., p.426. The claim does not seem to be about a non-deferential engagement with testi-
mony. Non-deferential engagements would involve suspending judgement on the matter until 
one has come to form the belief for oneself on the basis of the application of one’s aesthetic 
competence. In this case one has the belief, and one trusts it is true. When doing so there is still 
nothing to stop you from acquiring further information. 
555 Ibid., p.426.  
556 Lord doesn’t clarify the concept of a ‘trusted informant’, it is possible that he has something 
more evidential in mind. 
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say, their accounts recognise that deference to aesthetic testimony can be 
somewhat beneficial in our pursuit of the most ideal kinds of aesthetic engage-
ments. As we have seen, this is a significant move away from the Nguyen’s 
portrayal in which deference to aesthetic testimony is described as conferring 
no such benefits and is more actively regarded as lacking value in our aesthetic 
lives. That said, for Lord and Ransom, the benefit offered by deference to 
aesthetic testimony comes hand in hand with the qualification that deference 
is still not the best means of acquiring aesthetic beliefs. In short, it remains a 
non-optimal form of aesthetic engagement. So, while deference might not end 
engagement (contra Nguyen), something related to this is true, namely that 
deference to aesthetic testimony can still undermine some opportunities to 
aesthetically appreciate, and aesthetically appreciate ideally. The ideal of aes-
thetic life is here captured by the development of our aesthetic sensibilities 
and abilities. If we have the opportunity to develop our aesthetic sensibilities 
we should take it. If we choose to defer to aesthetic testimony rather than tak-
ing the opportunity to experience an object first-hand, we are neglecting a vi-
able and present opportunity to develop our appreciative competence and aes-
thetic sensibilities. We neglect this opportunity because the beliefs formed 
about aesthetic qualities on the basis of deference are not appreciative whereas 
the engagement that one has first-hand with an object is. To the extent that 
deference to aesthetic testimony always neglects the kinds of opportunities to 
aesthetically appreciate and develop our appreciative competence, we always 
have aesthetic reasons to avoid deferring to aesthetic testimony. Nevertheless, 
sometimes we do not have particularly good opportunities to experience the 
matter first-hand because of various time pressures, difficulties with accessing 
the object of appreciation, or because we lack the competence to simply get 
started. Deference to aesthetic testimony can aid aesthetic appreciation here 
by pointing us in the right direction. It is acceptable to defer to aesthetic testi-
mony when we do not have a particularly good opportunity to appreciate the 
matter first-hand. It can even be instrumentally beneficial for us to defer to 
aesthetic testimony, in such circumstances. However, it remains not particu-
larly beneficial, and non-optimal, because it remains a non-direct way of at-
taining appreciation and relatedly a non-direct way attaining the aesthetic 
ideal. If we are faced with the option of deferring or appreciating the matter 
first-hand, something is still lost here if we do not take the latter option. We 
would be neglecting to take up an alternative with clear and direct potential 
for appreciation in favour of an option in which this potential might be present 
albeit less directly so. We would be neglecting an option in which we have a 
first-hand optimal way of developing and training one’s aesthetic skills, in 
favour of an option in which simply tells us what the appropriate target is for 
when we come to training these skills. 

This account certainly seems reasonable. We can see that deference to aes-
thetic testimony can be somewhat beneficial to our aesthetic lives. It can serve 
an important role in those circumstances when we need to be pointed in the 
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right aesthetic direction or have general difficulty appreciating the object. It is 
a more accommodating way of manifesting the ideas contained in Common 
Commitment (3) than that offered by Nguyen. For these reasons, examining 
the accounts offered by Lord and Ransom have helped us come some way 
towards giving trust and deference a valuable place in our aesthetic lives. Nev-
ertheless, deference to aesthetic testimony is still regarded as a non-optimal 
kind of aesthetic engagement. As we approach the next section, I hope to sug-
gest that we can move away from this fairly pessimistic narrative about the 
aesthetic significance of deference I am interested in seeing just how accom-
modating we can be of deference to aesthetic testimony.  

Why should we accept the portrayal of what it is to live our aesthetic lives 
ideally sketched above? We have seen two accounts of ideal aesthetic engage-
ment: the ideal of continued engagement and the ideal of developing our aes-
thetic sensibilities and abilities. Why should we adopt either of these? Or, at 
the very least, why should we accept that either of these portrayals capture the 
aesthetic ideal? Both may reflect an important aspect of what we strive for in 
our aesthetic life and part of what it is to live our aesthetic lives well. But have 
we really said all there is to say on the matter? In the following section I will 
consider some alternative descriptions of what it is to live our aesthetic lives 
well. I think an analysis of an account held by Nick Riggle gets us slightly 
closer to the heart of the matter.  

The kind of commitment made by Lord and Ransom reflects a broadly 
Humean model of the aesthetic ideal (i.e. a matter of developing an apprecia-
tive sensibility as defined by the characteristics of a ‘true judge’)..557 It also 
reflects aspects of the Kantian aesthetic ideal which, as Riggle writes, holds 
that ‘the ideal of aesthetic life is to make one’s sensibility that of the universal 
critic or the true judge – the sensibility of that the universal critic […] the 
sensibility of one who can lay claim to the agreement of others, who can settle 
aesthetic disputes and tell it like it is’.558 Yet while this broad conception of 
the aesthetic ideal has a strong grounding in philosophical tradition, there are 
also alternatives available to us. Nearly all these alternatives warn against de-
ferring to aesthetic testimony to some degree. Indeed, they adopt arguments 
in the form I-II or III-V. That said, not all of these arguments warn against 
deference with equal force, or in every context, and this leaves room for de-
veloping new strategies. 

 
 

 
557 For more on this point, see Chapter Two. Hume (1965 [1757]). Hume does not make the 
claim that the true judge constitutes the aesthetic ideal but his account has recently been devel-
oped along these lines.  
558 Kant (2000 [1781]); Riggle (2015), p.436.  
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6.4  Alternative Approaches to the Aesthetic Ideal 
In this section we shall examine the models of the aesthetic ideal advocated 
by Jerrold Levinson and Nick Riggle.559 Levinson holds that the aesthetic ideal 
is a matter of developing unique aesthetic personalities. Riggle holds that the 
aesthetic ideal is (at least partly) a matter of having and preserving meaningful 
engagements with aesthetic objects to which we have a loving attachment. 
Both stand in some tension with regards to deference albeit not with equal 
force. Let us start with Levinson’s account. (Riggle’s critique of Levinson will 
be helpful here.)  

Levinson develops an argument which fits well with claims III-V. For Lev-
inson, what we strive for in our aesthetic lives is uniqueness of personality. 
Deferring is non-ideal because it thwarts our opportunities to develop this kind 
of personality. Our personal preferences reveal who we are, which style we 
prefer, and so our aesthetic personality and individual character.560 The central 
idea is that the more we defer, the more our preferences are aligned with that 
of others, and the more we lose our unique personality. When we choose to 
defer to aesthetic testimony rather than taking the opportunity to experience 
the matter first-hand for ourselves, we undermine our opportunity to pursue 
the aesthetic ideal. Deference to aesthetic testimony, under such circum-
stances, emerges as incompatible with living the aesthetically ideal life. Lev-
inson takes some themes of his discussion to be in broad agreement with Al-
exander Nehamas’ influential thought-experiment in which all of our prefer-
ences are aligned with that of others, a scenario which he describes as a ‘night-
mare’.561 Nehamas asks us to ‘[i]magine, if you can, a world where everyone 
likes, or loves, the same things, where every disagreement about beauty can 
be resolved. That would be a desolate, desperate world’.562  

My analysis of this argument will only be brief, and my main aim is to point 
out that there are a few assumptions underlying the argument which seem 
problematic. The first is the assumption that deference has a significant impact 
on our preferences. We need to be careful here. We may learn from testimony 
that a variety of objects of appreciation have a range of aesthetic qualities. We 
may even be in significant agreement about the aesthetic qualities which cer-
tain objects possess. But it does not follow that we will prefer all of these 
objects equally or to the same degree. We may assign different weight and 
priority to different aesthetic qualities in different aesthetic contexts.563 There 
is, it seems, still plenty of scope for our aesthetic personalities to be expressed.  

 
559 Riggle (2015); Levinson (2002; 2010).  
560 Levinson (2002), p.228.  
561 Ibid., p. 233; Nehamas (2007), p.83.  
562 Nehamas (2007), p.83.  
563 This idea traces back to the Humean point pertaining to the possibility that ‘true judges’ 
might blamelessly disagree (Hume (1998[1757]). 
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The second point to note is that it is not clear that Nehamas’ nightmare 
would ever become a reality on the basis of deference alone. There are many 
points of disagreement in aesthetic discourse, and it is far from obvious that a 
unanimous consensus could easily be formed just by deferring. One thing that 
we have learnt from Chapter Three’s investigations into non-evidential ap-
proaches to testimony is that we tend not to defer to just anyone. When non-
evidentially trusting, we trust those specific people whom we have respect for. 
This will often reflect an affective regard for those whom we have an affinity 
to and with whom we want to belong to a community with. It is unlikely that 
all of us will have this feeling or regard for the same testifiers. There are other 
non-evidential ways of deferring to aesthetic testimony, but even the non-
modified account offered by Hawley, requires us to hold certain cognitive ex-
pectations towards those whom we regard to have made certain commitments. 
Similarly, entrusting requires a fair amount of background assumptions about 
the testifer’s motivations, amenability to insult and drive to appear respecta-
ble. Our aesthetic beliefs do not just passively swing from one testifier to the 
next. We are selective about to whom we defer, even if this selection is non-
evidential. All of these considerations makes a unanimous consensus of the 
kind that Nehamas has in mind much harder to form in practice.  

The third point worth mentioning here has to do with Levinson’s motiva-
tion. It seems that part of Levinson’s reasons for resisting the idea of deference 
to aesthetic testimony has to do with the assumption that when we defer we 
lose our sense of self. Now, as we saw in Chapter Three, at least when we trust 
non-evidentially, choosing those whom we assign trust to is an important re-
flection of who we are – it is a reflection of our personalities, what we value 
about others and ourselves. As I suggested at the end of Chapter Two, whom 
we trust will not always be a reflection of our aesthetic abilities. What we like 
and what we want to like (or think is objectively aesthetically good) can come 
apart. But it will be a reflection of the aesthetic and personal standards we 
uphold and the aesthetic community we want to belong to. And this is a strong 
reflection of our aesthetic personality.  

Riggle’s theory allows us to raise two further issues with Levinson’s ac-
count. First, and as Riggle highlights, it is unclear why we should care about 
specifically having unique aesthetic personalities. He invites us to ‘consider 
the fact that, normally, it is exciting when one meets someone who likes or 
loves artworks that one likes or loves’.564 Finding aesthetically like-minded 
others is often a point of joy, prompting a feeling of togetherness and shared 
understanding. I shall return to the significance of this idea soon. Second, Rig-
gle draws our attention to the fact that even if we were to care about having 
unique aesthetic personalities, it is not clear that we should do so based on 
considerations of aesthetic value. Riggle invites us to consider a case in which: 

 
 

564 Riggle (2015), p.437.  
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two people, A and B, have the same aesthetic personality type–one that differs 
from all others–and are faced with the choice of gaining access to the aesthetic 
value of Schubert’s or Brahms’s piano sonatas. Suppose further that B learns 
that A has chosen to learn to appreciate Schubert. B can now see that choosing 
to appreciate Brahms will give her a fully unique aesthetic personality. If con-
siderations of uniqueness matter, then she should opt to appreciate Brahms.565 

 

 However, Riggle argues, it is still not clear that B has any good aesthetic rea-
sons to opt for uniqueness. There might be, say, egocentric reasons to opt for 
uniqueness such as a desire to stand out, but these reasons do not seem to 
pertain in any important way to aesthetic value.  

Developing these concerns, Riggle proposes an alternative. Living in an 
aesthetically ideal manner is, at least partly, a matter of developing meaningful 
(appreciative) attachments with aesthetic objects and respecting the aesthetic 
objects which we love.566 Interestingly, this is a model which preserves Lev-
inson’s emphasis on displaying and preserving things that are fundamental to 
our aesthetic personalities, but rejects the idea that it needs to be unique. It 
emphasises how some aesthetic judgements are changeable whereas others 
reach the very core of who we are. The latter are those with which we form 
meaningful attachments and develop an ‘aesthetic love’ for.567 The aesthetic 
objects that we love help define us. Now, Riggle admits that ‘[t]he meaningful 
attachments we form with aesthetic objects arguably reflect broader non-aes-
thetic concerns of ours–our values, ideals, personalities, histories, cultures, or 
projects. Among the aesthetic objects we love are items that seem to be ex-
pressive of, or that embody, features of ourselves or our lives that are im-
portant to us’.568 Nevertheless, the idea seems to be that the love we have for 
these objects remains fundamentally part of the specifically aesthetic ideal to 
the extent that these attachments are ultimately anchored in attention to and 
understanding of the aesthetic qualities possessed by an object of appreciation.  

One of the many features that is interesting about Riggle’s account is that 
it frames the pursuit of aesthetic love as in opposition to deference. But there 
are two reasons why we should challenge this line of inquiry. First, his account 
only has bearing on a specific kind of deference to aesthetic testimony, namely 
the kind which arises in a context where we have already formed and estab-
lished very firm judgements on a matter. The kinds of deference which appear 
in different contexts may warrant a different analysis. Second, Riggle’s anal-
ysis does not quite do justice to the kind of deference that his analysis has a 
bearing on. I shall take these points in order.  

Riggle suggests that deferring on matters where we have established such 
firm judgements on the matters risks our pre-established aesthetic loves. As 

 
565 Ibid., p.438.  
566 Ibid., p.438-447.  
567 Ibid., p.447.  
568 Ibid., p.442. 



 198 

Riggle himself recognises, this says nothing about the kinds of deference to 
aesthetic testimony where we have not seen the matter for ourselves, that is to 
say the kind of deference that we have been focused on hitherto. Nor does 
Riggle’s analysis say anything about deference in cases where we have formed 
judgements and they are not firmly held. Indeed, it is plausible that all these 
kinds of situations warrant different kinds of analyses. It is not so surprising 
to think that there might be different ways of responding to the question of 
how we should be living our best aesthetic lives’ at different moments in our 
aesthetic lives and relative to the specific aesthetic matter in question. It seems 
fair to say that there is no single ideal, but various ways of living our lives 
well under aesthetic considerations.  

We can further strengthen the idea that there are various ways of living our 
best aesthetic lives at different points in our aesthetic lives and under different 
contexts by observing the fact that Riggle identifies ‘a tension in aesthetic 
life’.569 This is a tension where 

 
[o]n the one hand, we want to preserve and cultivate our meaningful aesthetic 
attachments. But at the same time we want to pursue the wider world of aes-
thetic value. The unrestricted pursuit of aesthetic value threatens to change our 
aesthetic sensibilities in a way that threatens our aesthetic love, and our aes-
thetic love threatens to isolate us, to shut us off from the wider world of aes-
thetic value.570 ¨ 

 
Riggle mentions attempts to reinterpret the Humean notion of an ideal critic 
in his attempt to resolve the tension, nevertheless leaves the matter as to how 
to resolve the tension undecided. Why not try and accommodate this tension 
rather than dissolve it? I think the tension can be accommodated if we simply 
specify the context in which our aesthetic responses arise and acknowledge 
the possibility that different responses may be appropriate in different con-
texts. 

Riggle seems right not to undermine how important it is for us to pursue a 
‘wider world’ of aesthetic value in our aesthetic lives, and this has important 
implications for our analysis of the consequences of deferring to aesthetic tes-
timony. The idea that there are times when it is best for us to pursue the wider 
world of aesthetic value is particularly notable because deference is a particu-
larly well-suited means of fostering this pursuit. The fact that deference is 
well-suited to this was discussed in §6.2. Deference is particularly well-
adapted to pursuing the goal of widening our aesthetic horizons, far more so 
than any first-hand engagements which avoid testimony (and at least as well-
suited as non-deferential engagements to aesthetic testimony). I suggest that 
deference to aesthetic testimony is an excellent way to pursue this wider world 

 
569 Ibid., p.443.  
570 Ibid., p.443.   
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of aesthetic value, even if it is not a prime means of pursuing some other kinds 
of aesthetic goals.  

That said, the idea that deference is not an optimal kind of aesthetic en-
gagement in certain other contexts such as when we have firm established 
judgements on a certain matter, warrants further analysis. This brings me to 
my second point. I would like to highlight that even in contexts in which we 
do have firm established judgements and particular aesthetic loyalties, defer-
ence to aesthetic testimony might play a more significant role than hitherto 
recognised. As Riggle highlights, in a manner quite opposed to the ideal of 
uniqueness, ‘normally, it is exciting when one meets someone who likes or 
loves artworks that one likes or loves’.571 As we saw above, finding aestheti-
cally like-minded others is often a point of joy, prompting a feeling of togeth-
erness and shared understanding. As Riggle observed, there is no clear reason 
to think that a pursuit of uniqueness reflects anything particularly aesthetic. 
The same can plausibly be said of the kind of pursuits in which we find others 
who have the same sensibilities. But let us also remember that for Riggle, what 
is fundamental to the aesthetic domain are the ‘meaningful attachments we 
form with aesthetic objects’ and that these may ‘reflect broader non-aesthetic 
concerns of ours–our values, ideals, personalities, histories, cultures, or pro-
jects. Among the aesthetic objects we love are items that seem to be expressive 
of, or that embody, features of ourselves or our lives that are important to 
us’.572 On his account, the attachments remain relevantly aesthetic to the de-
gree that they are anchored in attention to and understanding of the aesthetic 
qualities possessed by an object. It therefore seems relevant to observe that at 
least one of the ways in which we can be meaningfully attached to aesthetic 
objects is often related to a feeling of coming together with others, forming a 
community of like-minded individuals, and feeling this sense of belonging. 
This is relevant because, as we have seen, such a feeling is something which 
deference to aesthetic testimony, on the specifically affective portrayal of non-
evidential trust, can foster. The affective kind of non-evidential trust encour-
ages our relations with other people, and forges connections with them in a 
manner which is often intimately related to the meaningful attachments that 
we form with aesthetic objects. Indeed, here we can see that there is a partic-
ularly important role to be played by an affective kind of non-evidential trust 
in our aesthetic lives.  

We have now seen a further reason to think that deference can play a much 
more valuable role in our aesthetic engagements than is standardly recognised, 
and that non-evidential trust, and in particular an affective kind of non-evi-
dential trust plays a key role here. In line with (3*), philosophers argue that 
deferring to aesthetic testimony is not only non-optimal but detrimental, a hin-
drance to our aesthetic lives. Such are the accounts developed by Nguyen and 

 
571 Ibid., p.437.  
572 Ibid., p.442.  
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Levinson. In line with (3**), philosophers accept that deference to aesthetic 
testimony can be of some benefit to our aesthetic engagements. This we can 
find in the accounts of Lord and Ransom. However, on such accounts defer-
ence to testimony remains a non-optimal kind of aesthetic engagement, and 
we always have some aesthetic reasons not to defer to aesthetic testimony. It 
is regarded as acceptable, even conducive, to the aesthetic ideal in certain cir-
cumstances, even though it is still not regarded as optimally conducive to the 
pursuit of the ideal kind of aesthetic engagement. When deferring something 
is always lost. Let us use this to shift the narrative in favour of deference to 
aesthetic testimony a little further. Drawing from the analysis of Riggle above, 
we can conclude that deference to aesthetic testimony can be an optimal kind 
of aesthetic engagement under certain circumstances. The question as to how 
we should be living our best aesthetic lives can be answered differently at 
different moments in our aesthetic lives and in relation to the specific aesthetic 
matter in question. 

What I hope to have demonstrated in this chapter is that both (3*) and (3**) 
are problematic. Many of the concerns that are raised by those who endorse 
(3*) relate to fear of ‘sheepism’ of the kind introduced in Chapter One, re-
flecting a loss of control and aesthetic identity. What I hope to have drawn out 
here in Chapter Six is that to defer is not necessarily to align oneself with the 
sheep. It can be a means of self-expression. It can also enable one to expand 
one’s aesthetic horizons in a manner which is particularly valuable to those 
who are lacking the competence or impetus to get started with aesthetic ap-
preciation. In the light of (3**) I have argued that enabling one to expand 
one’s aesthetic horizons when one is lacking the competence or impetus to get 
started can be precisely what it is to live one’s aesthetic life ideally at a specific 
moment of one’s aesthetic life. I have also argued that there is a relevant role 
for a specifically affective kind of non-evidential trust in our aesthetic lives.  

6.5  Conclusion 
The main aim of this thesis has been to examine the kinds of circumstances in 
which may we form new aesthetic beliefs in the light of deference to aesthetic 
testimony. Another important goal has been to examine some of the implica-
tions of such belief formation on such grounds. My argumentation has been 
guided by an investigation of the notion of trust in aesthetic testimony. I have 
argued that there is a failure to adequately acknowledge the nature, role and 
value of the trust we place in the testimonies of others in the current debate. I 
have proposed a revisionary account of such trust and outlined the implica-
tions relevant to our aesthetic practices.  

In this thesis I have paid particular attention to three increasingly Common 
Commitments, namely (1) that we can form a basic kind of epistemic state by 
deference to aesthetic testimony (in particular that we can form true beliefs 
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about the ascription of aesthetic qualities in the light of testimony), (2) that 
doing so may be of epistemic benefit to us, while (3) aesthetically speaking, 
deferring to aesthetic testimony is not an optimal kind of aesthetic engage-
ment.  

In Chapter One I framed and contextualised the Common Commitments. I 
showed that those who endorse (1) fail to explain exactly how we form aes-
thetic beliefs and that this in turn results in a failure to clarify how we might 
do so with epistemic benefit (in a manner which has bearing on (2)). Defenders 
of the Common Commitments are keen to insist that there is nothing epistem-
ically problematic about deference to aesthetic testimony entailed by the na-
ture of aesthetic beliefs. This may be so. However, it does not rule out the 
possibility that there are other features of a deferential engagement with aes-
thetic testimony that are epistemically problematic. I noted that some philos-
ophers go on to acknowledge that there may be something epistemically prob-
lematic about deference to aesthetic testimony in other respects, but that those 
who acknowledge this still endorse (2). However, I observed that it is unclear 
how deferring may offer the particular kind of epistemic benefits that those 
who endorse (2) have in mind. It is typically assumed that deference to aes-
thetic testimony can be epistemically beneficial to us by conferring epistemi-
cally justified belief, even knowledge, and that it can generally improve our 
epistemic standing.  

In Chapter Two I discussed the particular epistemic difficulties we face in 
forming justified aesthetic beliefs on the basis of aesthetic testimony by ob-
serving that we lack an independently verifiable evidential means by which to 
assess an aesthetic testifier’s expertise and the content of what they say. This 
was shown to have implications not merely for justified aesthetic belief for-
mation, but aesthetic belief formation generally. If we are to listen to another 
person testify about aesthetic qualities and if we are to form the belief that 
what they say is true, we must form the belief through a process which goes 
beyond that which evidence can ever verify. Indeed, if we were to form a be-
lief in such circumstances then the impetus for it cannot derive from evidence 
alone. 

Following on from Chapter Two, Chapter Three examined non-evidential 
approaches to aesthetic belief formation. In particular, Chapter Three intro-
duced the notion of non-evidential trust and explained how it operates in the 
aesthetic domain. I acknowledged that there may well be various non-eviden-
tial means of forming beliefs by aesthetic testimony. Nevertheless, I also rec-
ognised that a plausible account is an affective portrayal of non-evidential 
trust. I suggested that this trust is something that we should be particularly 
interested in, because unlike all the other options it points to something that is 
particularly valuable to us. Recall that all of the means by which we may non-
evidentially engage with aesthetic testimony may serve various positive out-
comes. In particular they may serve to foster our relationship with other people 
to the extent that we cause them to feel positively towards us (and act in a 
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manner that benefits us). But entrusting relies here on a form of manipulation 
rather than respect, and non-affective attitudes of expectation serve these ends 
while leaving us affectively cold. Something important is then lost. The affec-
tive kind of non-evidential trust, just like entrusting and simple cognitive ex-
pectations, can serve to foster valuable relationships by causing others to feel 
positively towards us, but it does more still. It  involves us in feeling positively 
towards them. The affective portrayal of non-evidential trust stands out from 
the other two due to the significant and genuine respect that the trusters feel 
in relation to it and enables us to feel a sense of community and belonging. 
The other kinds of non-evidential approaches may foster a sense of relation-
ship and community for those who are trusted, but only an affective kind of 
non-evidentially trust can foster a sense of relationship and community held 
by the truster. Chapter Four developed this sense of community and showed 
how the interpersonal nature of trust in aesthetic testimony fares in various 
group dynamics. I established that even though it is directed towards groups, 
this is a kind of trust which remains relevantly agent-directed.  

Chapter Five focused on the numerous epistemic concerns that can be 
raised against this kind of trust. These were concerns to the effect that there 
appear to be an absence of epistemic reasons to trust, that there appear to be 
epistemic reasons of rationality not to trust, and finally that we cannot form 
beliefs (rational or otherwise) in the manner described. I argued that non-evi-
dential trust can enable us to form aesthetic beliefs and that it can have some 
epistemic significance (and a positive epistemic significance at that). This is 
not to suggest, however, that the beliefs formed through such trusting are nec-
essarily justified or rational. Although the usage of these terms is not always 
clear, the central concepts tend to be defined primarily in terms of evidence.  

Chapter Six addressed the aesthetic implications of deferring to aesthetic 
testimony. The common idea that it is not an aesthetically optimal kind of 
aesthetic engagement, and that it is not a beneficial way of engaging with aes-
thetic qualities, or at least not a particularly aesthetically beneficial way of 
engaging with aesthetic qualities was challenged. Deference to aesthetic testi-
mony can be beneficial, it was argued. Not only can it be beneficial, it can also 
be an optimal form of aesthetic engagement under considerations which bear 
on aesthetic reasons. I argued that deference can also play a much more valu-
able role in our aesthetic engagements than is standardly recognised. I also 
showed that the affective kind of non-evidential trust can play an important 
role in this regard.  

The Common Commitments are claims in which the positive epistemic im-
plications of deference are typically taken for granted whilst the positive aes-
thetic implications are downplayed. I have shown that we cannot take positive 
epistemic implications of deference for granted although some significant pos-
itive implications can be upheld. Conversely, the hitherto overlooked positive 
aesthetic implications should, on my account, be recognised for the value they 
do indeed offer.  
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Appendix 

The ideal way of living our aesthetic lives can, as we have now seen, be de-
scribed in several ways: prolonged engagement, the development of aesthetic 
sensibilities, the development of aesthetic personalities, the development of 
aesthetic loves, and the pursuit of a wider world of aesthetic value. Some of 
these options seem more tenable or plausible than others, and some seem more 
plausible in certain contexts. I have argued that it seems fair to say that there 
is no one single ideal, but various ways of living our lives well under aesthetic 
considerations. Nonetheless, given the many different options on offer, it is 
worth reflecting on whether there are ways of capturing what it is to live our 
aesthetic lives well (or at least in certain situations) which have not yet been 
raised. Of particular interest of course are ways in which deference to testi-
mony may fare especially well. The aim of this Appendix is to put a little more 
pressure on the standard claims in an attempt to shift the narrative further still 
in favour of aesthetic deference.  

One alternative worth exploring rests on developing my response to Riggle 
in Chapter Six. What I would like to reflect on here is the possibility that the 
ways in which we interact with aesthetic objects are not merely often related 
to coming together with others in dialogue and feeling a sense of belonging, 
but are in fact more fundamentally connected to such phenomena. The idea 
here is that aesthetic considerations are intrinsically connected to social ones. 
On this line, there are certain kinds of social and community-forming experi-
ences which are key to aesthetic engagements and which have been over-
looked hitherto in favour of the isolationism present in our traditional empha-
ses on autonomy, uniqueness and individuality.573 This alternative supports an 
anti-isolationist approach which sees the standardly endorsed isolationist 
tendencies as reflecting non-ideal aesthetic practices.574 Although my work on 
anti-isolationism is still preliminary, I would like to offer some brief thoughts 

 
573 Levinson (2002); Nguyen (2019).  
574 I recently gave a paper on a theme relevant to the anti-isolationist approach (American So-
ciety for Aesthetics Annual Conference, November 2020), and I am very grateful for the feed-
back that I received. My discussion here is heavily influenced by that feedback. I would like to 
extend a warm thanks to Madeleine Ransom, Keren Gorodeisky, Guy Rohrbaugh, María José 
Alcaraz León and Thi Nguyen for interesting discussions and exchanges in connection with that 
conference. I would also like to thank Brandon Polite for presenting very thought-provoking 
work on aesthetic humility at the same conference, and Anthony Cross for his paper ‘Aesthetic 
Alienation and Meaningful Relationships with Aesthetic Objects’, presented at the Higher Sem-
inar in Aesthetics at Uppsala University (November 2020).)    
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on how we might change our current trajectory in aesthetics and redirect it 
towards a more anti-isolationist standpoint.  

One way to initiate anti-isolationist inquiries involves questioning what we 
know about aesthetic values, how they relate to other values, and what we 
think we know about their source (or sources). In response to each portrayal 
of the aesthetic ideal, the further challenge can be raised ‘Why is this supposed 
to be valuable for us?’. Perhaps our first response to such a question is to say 
that these things are valuable to us because they capture ways in which we can 
respect aesthetic value, and aesthetic value is reason-giving. Yet this soon 
gives rise to a second question: ‘In virtue of what is aesthetic value reason-
giving?’. Following Robbie Kubala, we can call this the ‘source question’ of 
aesthetic value.575 Although I do not intend to resolve the matter fully here, I 
would like to summarise some possible reactions to the source question before 
pointing to some possible implications for the concerns that have been central 
to this thesis.   

Perhaps the most established response to the source question is the one em-
bedded in aesthetic hedonism. Kubala expresses the general idea by highlight-
ing hedonism’s commitment to the assumptions that ‘pleasure is reason-giv-
ing’ and ‘what makes aesthetic value reason-giving is that aesthetic value is, 
or at least can be, pleasing. In general, it’s the power of aesthetic value to 
please that makes it normative for us’.576 Aesthetic hedonism takes many 
forms, some of which are compatible with the accounts of the aesthetic ideal 
discussed in Chapter Six while others are not. As Kubala observes, both Lev-
inson’s and Riggle’s theories can be seen as a reaction against those formula-
tions of hedonism according to which all agents are given the same aesthetic 
goal and all aesthetic agents derive the same kinds of aesthetic pleasure from 
certain objects of appreciation.577 A second kind of response to the source 
question appeals to the notion of achievement and the idea that that which we 
have reason to do is do things well. This kind of account is defended by Dom-
inic McIver Lopes, who holds that aesthetic values give us reason to ‘accu-
rately represent the aesthetic values there are, putting ourselves in a position 
to perform successful actions out of our aesthetic competence at getting those 
values right’.578  

Putting the hedonistic model and the achievement model aside for the mo-
ment, let us turn to the third and fourth kinds of response Kubala outlines to 
the source question. The third kind of response suggests that aesthetic value is 
reason-giving in relation to moral value and in virtue of its more general ca-
pacity to contribute to our wellbeing.579 The fourth kind of response suggests 
that aesthetic value is reason-giving at least partly in virtue of its ability to 

 
575 Kubala (2020), p.2.  
576 Ibid., p.11.  
577 Ibid., p.11; Nehamas (2007); Riggle (2015).  
578 Kubala (2020), p.12; Lopes (2018).   
579 An idea which arguably traces back to Plato’s Republic. See Hall (1990) for discussion.  
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contribute to our wellbeing and other factors such as pleasure and achievement 
amongst other things. Now, what is this notion of wellbeing? Perhaps the ac-
count of aesthetic engagement offered by Peter Goldie can shed light on the 
matter.580 Goldie argues that ‘being actively engaged in art, either in its pro-
duction or in its appreciation is part of what it is to live well’.581 On this view, 
engaging with the world aesthetically is said to supplement our general well-
being. More specifically, Goldie has a particular idea in mind about how it is 
that aesthetic values are primed to contribute to our wellbeing. For Goldie, the 
answer lies in aesthetic value’s capacity to develop a kind of emotional shar-
ing.582 This is to say that what we value about art and aesthetics is a sense of 
belonging and togetherness with others fostered by our engagement with aes-
thetic qualities. Goldie’s notion is a twofold phenomenon, namely the experi-
ence of having shared emotions on a subject matter and the feeling that the 
knowledge that we have shared emotions fosters within us. It arises: 

 
where two or more people experience an emotion of a certain kind, directed to 
a particular shared object or to a shared kind of object, and those people are 
aware that they are experiencing the same emotion towards the same object. 
For example, you and I are on a rollercoaster, and we share the same thrills, as 
well as the knowledge that we each have this shared emotion. That we each 
know this may well enhance the experience of the emotion, and our screams 
and yells may well be more extreme than they would have been if we had been 
on our own.583  

 
A valuable feature of our aesthetic engagements is, then, the sense in which 

aesthetics ‘binds us together, unites us, with our fellow human beings in 
shared emotional experience’.584  Can Goldie’s account help us better under-
stand the value of non-evidential trust and deference in such cases? Admit-
tedly, what Goldie has in mind is a specific sort of appreciative experience 
that we acquire when attending first-hand to the aesthetic qualities of an object 
– an experience which, he argues, elicits certain emotions in us.585 When ap-
preciating Picasso’s Guernica (1937), for example, one thing that we feel in 
response to this artwork is a certain kind of grief at the tragedies of war. We 
might also feel struck by a certain kind of pain.586 The second thing we might 
feel is a sense of being connected to others in recognition of the fact that they 
will most probably feel this pain too – a feeling of togetherness ‘which binds 
together all humanity’587. Setting aside questions about whether aesthetic qual-
ities (or a collection thereof) truly can elicit these strong emotions in each one 

 
580 Goldie (2008).  
581 Ibid., p.179.  
582 Ibid. 
583 Ibid., p.192.  
584 Ibid., p.190.  
585 Ibid., p.192.   
586 Ibid., p.192.  
587 Ibid., p.192.  



 206 

of us, Goldie here suggests that part of what is fundamentally valuable about 
our aesthetic lives is the manner in which we feel recognised or ‘seen’ in re-
lation to others. This is a process by which we acquire a sense of commonality. 
Of course, I have argued that a feeling of being connected with a community 
can be fostered specifically by deference to aesthetic testimony.  

If a feeling of solidarity and a sense of belonging together with others is a 
central aspect of what we value about our aesthetic engagements, deferential 
trust may have an even more valuable role to play in our aesthetic engage-
ments. Aesthetic practice then becomes valuable largely because of how it can 
be communicative – a form of intellectual or emotional sharing.588 Indeed, in 
contrast to the suggestions with which we started, according to which auton-
omy is fundamental to living our best aesthetic lives, practices in which we 
communicate with others and engage with testimony (both deferentially and 
non-deferentially) might now be prioritised and given a higher status. Key to 
the significance of aesthetic engagements and value would then be the culti-
vation of interpersonal relations, interactions with others, experiences of one 
another personal perspective on the world, and an enhanced understanding of 
those perspectives. Seen from this angle, aesthetic practice is not comparable 
to the puzzle-solving practices of chess and murder mysteries, as argued by 
Nguyen. Instead, there would perhaps be stronger parallels with team sports 
games (such as football and hockey). We would value prolonged engagement, 
the development of aesthetic sensibilities, aesthetic personalities, aesthetic 
loves, and the pursuit of a wider world of aesthetic value at least in part be-
cause we value interpersonal aesthetic interaction and the sense of community 
this brings – all features of experience which cases of non-evidential deference 
are well-placed to foster. 

Despite the considerable appeal of this line of inquiry for an account such 
as mine, we must remain systematic and cautious. Strictly speaking, Goldie 
makes the modest suggestion that our appreciation of aesthetic qualities con-
tribute to wellbeing. The suggestion is not necessarily that aesthetic value has 
wellbeing as its source, nor that aesthetic engagements are valuable to us only 
insofar as they contribute to wellbeing. Relatedly, for cases of deference to 
non-evidential trust to have a significant role in our lives, it would have to be 
the case that the benefit they stand to offer, the communal bonding, is funda-
mental to aesthetic value. But instead, what we have found is something fun-
damental to what we deem valuable about engaging with aesthetic values. 
There is a distinction between what we find valuable about our aesthetic prac-
tices on the one hand and what is aesthetically valuable about such practices 
on the other. Currently there is no reason to think that the sole source of aes-
thetic value is this kind of community building. All that has been established 
so far is that aesthetic practices can coincide with social ones. So although we 

 
588 This may include various kinds of dialogue such as ones held between audience, artist and 
the broader art community. 
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have not ruled out the possibility that the two values are fundamentally con-
nected, we have not decidedly ruled it in either.  

In the light of all this it is worth noting that the fifth kind of response 
sketched by Kubala is looks increasingly promising. This is a ‘primitivist’ re-
sponse which holds that ‘beauty is a basic value, like truth or goodness’589. On 
this approach, to use the words of Keren Gorodeisky, ‘the general question 
“why are aesthetically valuable objects in general valuable or good?” makes 
as little sense as the questions ‘Why are virtuous people good?’” ‘590. A similar 
sentiment is also found in James Shelley’s claim that we cannot explain the 
normativity of aesthetic value ‘by appealing to some value more basic than 
the value we find in [aesthetically valuable objects]’591.  

I want to acknowledge that this fifth response seems auspicious in virtue of 
preserving some kind of sanctity –  for lack of a better word – of aesthetic 
value. It respects aesthetic value by not aiming to reduce it to something else. 
Although this certainly does not demonstrate that the fifth response is neces-
sarily the right one to adopt, it certainly is a tempting view. Does the anti-
isolationist need deny either the sanctity of aesthetic value or the fifth re-
sponse? I am not sure. Recall that the anti-isolationist’s goal is to defend the 
claim that aesthetic and social values are fundamentally connected, so if it is 
possible to link up these values without reducing one to the other then these 
two views might well be compatible. Obviously, what this connection looks 
like remains to be seen.    

Chapter Six started with the claim that deference is a hindrance to the aes-
thetic ideal. It then moved on to examine suggestions that such deference is in 
fact acceptable, only to then turn to the idea that it may even be very advanta-
geous in certain contexts. The purpose of this appendix has been to offer some 
reflections on just how far we have moved towards the hypothesis that defer-
ence might be more worthwhile than we have hitherto tended to assume. The 
nature of aesthetic value and its relation to other values remains contentious, 
of course. However, as I see it, my contribution is intended to make some 
progress in the process of defending the importance of testimony in aesthetic 
engagements while respecting aesthetic value.     
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
589 Kubala (2020), p.16.  
590 Gorodeisky (2019), p.278. 
591 Shelley (2011), p. 220; Kubala (2020), p.16. 
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