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Abstract: This paper attempts two
things: (a) to give the reader a very
general idea of the main outlines of
what Govier has to say both about
social and political trust and about
trust in personal relationships, and (b)
to present in slightly more detail what
she says about the role of trust in ac-
quiring belief and/or knowledge from
testimony and about the reasons for
trusting such testimony.

Abstract: Dans cet article je vise a:
(@) donner au lecteur une idée trés
générale des grandes lignes de ce que
Govier a a dire sur la confiance so-
ciale et politique et sur la confiance
dans les relations personnelles, et (b)
présenter en un peu plus de détail sur
ce qu'elle dit & propos du réle de la
confiance dans l'acquisition des croy-
ances et/ou des connaissances a partir
des témoignages et sur les raisons de
faire confiance a un tel témoignage.
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1. Introduction

In a series of recent papers (Pinto 2006, 2009, 2011a) I’ve been
strongly influenced by Rescher’s remark (1988, p. 4) that

[rlationality... pivots on the deployment of ‘good reasons’: I
am being rational if my doings are governed by suitably
good reasons — if | proceed in cognitive, practical and evalu-
ative contexts on the basis of cogent reasons for what | do.
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264 Robert C. Pinto

That remark suggests that understanding rationality requires under-
standing the interplay among cognitive, conative (or practical) and
evaluative attitudes. In the attempt to investigate more closely the
role that evaluative attitudes play in our lives as rational agents, |
recently investigated the interplay between emotions and reasons in
Pinto 2011b, and concluded that emotions contain as “ingredients”
both evaluative attitudes and cognitive attitudes such as beliefs.
Since then | have examined what Trudy Govier has written about
hope (Govier 2011), which | take to be an evaluative attitude, and
about trust—which like emotion appears to contain both cognitive
attitudes such as expectations and as well evaluative attitudes (or
“feelings”) toward individuals who are trusted.

One of Govier’s books on trust has been reviewed in Infor-
mal Logic (see Friend 2000). However, it strikes me that her work
on trust has received less attention in the argumentation community
than it deserves and that this issue of Informal Logic would be an
appropriate occasion to call the attention of that community to it.

Govier has addressed trust in an extended series of papers
and books, most of which date from the early to the late 1990s.
Given the extent and richness of those publications, this paper will
attempt only two things: (a) to give the reader a very general idea
of the main outlines of what Govier has to say both about social
and political trust and about trust in personal relationships, and (b)
to present in slightly more detail what she says about the role of
trust in acquiring belief and/or knowledge from testimony and
about the reasons for trusting such testimony.

1.1 The scope and thrust of Govier’s work on trust

Govier has at least eight or nine papers dealing with a variety of
specific topics having to do with trust (see the titles of Govier’s
papers listed in the references below, which in most cases make it
clear what their topic is), as well as two books dealing with the top-
ic.

Each of the two books opens with a chapter describing what
trust, in general, is and then for the most part discusses trust in one
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or another context or area of human activity, or in relation to one or
another problem. Thus Chapters 2 through 9 of Govier 1997 (So-
cial Trust and Human Communities—hereafter referred to as So-
cial Trust) deal respectively with trust in connection with the con-
struction of social reality, with testimony, with the professions,
with strangers, with lower-trust societies, with totalitarianism and
civil society, with politics and leadership, and with trust and dis-
trust between groups. Chapter 2 through 6 of Govier 1998 (hereaf-
ter referred to simply as Dilemmas of Trust) deal with trust in con-
nection with friendship, with the family (2 chapters), and with self-
trust, self-respect and self-esteem (2 chapters); while chapters 8
through 10 deal with distrust, with restoring trust, and with for-
giveness and reconciliation.

Chapter 7 of Dilemmas of Trust, which | consider a central
chapter of that book, is entitled “Reasons for Trust and Distrust”; it
lists (p. 121) six “factors” that we may consider when “reflecting
on the reasons that a person...may have for trusting or distrusting
another individual.” The six factors are: information, actions and
statements, “exceptions” clauses, character, circumstances, and
judgment. The bulk of the chapter consists of sections on each of
the “factors” in which Govier tries to make clear how consideration
of that factor can help us determine whether a person’s reasons for
trusting or distrusting someone to one or another degree are good
reasons.

Though the presentational style or Govier’s work on trust is
usually not especially technical, she interacts extensively with the
literature on trust that existed by the 1990s: (a) with philosophical
writing dealing explicitly with trust (for example, Annette Baier,
H.H. Price, C.A.J. Coady, Alex Michalos, Jonathan Adler), (b)
with the broader philosophical literature that has at least an indirect
bearing on aspects of the topic, (c) with feminist literature (espe-
cially in Govier 1992b, 1993b, and 1993d) , and (d) with relevant
work by psychologists , sociologists and political scientists. Even
though the literature devoted explicitly to trust has been limited,
working through Govier’s accounts of many aspects of it—
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especially in Social Trust and Dilemmas of Trust—introduces the
reader to a surprisingly wide-ranging conversation. By drawing on
views with which she agrees (such as Coady’s and to some extent
Baier’s) and by offering sympathetic accounts of a series of views
she does not endorse—while presenting balanced andsound criti-
cisms of those other views—she enables her reader to achieve a
deeper and more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon of
trust.

2. Central ideas in Govier’s treatment of trust
2.1 What is trust?

Govier’s account of what trust is can found in the opening pages of
her two books on the subject (Social Trust, pp. 4-7 and Dilemmas
of Trust, pp. 6-9), as well as in passages in some of her papers (for
example Govier 1992b, p. 17 or 1994, pp.238-39). In my estima-
tion, there are four key points in her account of what trust is.

(1) “Trust is fundamentally an attitude based on beliefs and feel-
ings, and implying expectations and dispositions” (Social
Trust, p. 4; see also Dilemmas of Trust, p. 6).

(2) “Trust it typically founded on a sense of the sort of person
the other is, with regard to motivations and to competence”
(Social Trust, p.4): “When we trust, our positive expecta-
tions have two basic dimensions: motivation (the other in-
tends to act well and does not intend to do harm) and com-
petence”; see also Dilemmas of Trust, pp. 6-7.

(3) “Trust is not an all or nothing thing. We may trust to varying
degrees (we may trust some people more than others). Fur-
thermore, trust and distrust are often relativized to specific
roles or contexts” (Social Trust, p. 5). See also Dilemmas of
Trust, p. 121: “Both trust and distrust are susceptible to de-
grees; we may trust or distrust another slightly, moderately
or completely. Both attitudes are often relative to context:
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we might, without hesitation, trust a person to deliver a par-
cel and yet feel ambivalent about trusting him to repair a
computer. ”

(4) “Trust presupposes beliefs, and often these beliefs are based
on evidence....There are good reasons for deeming people
trustworthy or untrustworthy, and there seems to be consid-
erable agreement on these” (Social Trust, p. 5; see also Di-
lemmas of Trust, p. 7).

2.2 Distinction between social trust and interpersonal trust

Govier 1994 (pp. 238-39) calls attention to the difference between
(a) the trust that exists between intimates, lovers, friends and col-
leagues and (b) the trusting attitude we can have “towards people
with whom one has only a slight personal relationship—or even
none at all.” The latter sort of trust occurs both in relationships
based on social role (doctor, dentist, lawyer, teacher, accountant,
and so on) and in relationships with strangers with whom we inter-
act (meat packers, car mechanics, maintenance personnel and driv-
ers on the road).

In Chapter 2 of Social Trust (a chapter which covers most of
the territory covered in Govier 1994), the distinction between (a)
and (b) is introduced as a distinction between social trust and in-
terpersonal trust. She writes (p. 31):

Social trust and interpersonal trust are different in significant
ways. Interpersonal trust is based on experience, sometimes
deep and intimate experience, with another individual. In
some cases of social trust we may have limited experience
with the other persons involved, in others we have none at
all.

L It is worth noting that Govier (Social Trust, p. 8) says, “The attitude of trust
presupposes inductively grounded beliefs and confident expectations that go
further than strict induction would warrant.”
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But despite these differences, she writes (1994, p. 239; see also So-
cial Trust, pp. 6-7 for a similar point):

Trust based primarily on social role is different in emotional
tone from trust between family members, lovers or close
friends. Its logic and structure, however, are essentially simi-
lar: here too trust entails positive expectations about what
the other is likely to do, based on a sense of her competence
and motivation, a willingness to allow oneself to be vulnera-
ble and a disposition to interpret what the other person says
and does in a positive way.

In addition to social trust and interpersonal trust, Govier also
recognizes self-trust as an important category of trust—it is dis-
cussed at length in Govier 1993b and in Chapters 5 and 6 of Di-
lemmas of Trust.

In the preface to Dilemmas of Trust (p. vii) Govier explains
the difference between the subject matter of her two books on trust
by saying that her “reflections on social and political trust may be
found in Social Trust; those on self-trust and trust in personal rela-
tionships constitute the present work [i.e., Dilemmas of Trust]”.

2.3 The role of trust in human affairs generally

A recurring theme, especially in Govier Social Trust and Dilemmas
of Trust, is that in most societies trust is virtually ubiquitous, and
that it is essential to social functioning. She introduces that theme
early in Dilemmas of Trust, observing first (p. 5) that

[w]e tend to take trust for granted: when people whom we
trust do as we expect, we barely notice the fact. To under-
stand the nature and importance of trust, we have to make
explicit what is characteristically implicit.

She goes on to point out (p. 6) that

[i]n so many ways, we depend on other people and are vul-
nerable to them. In so many ways, they do not let us down.
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In complex modern societies, nearly everyone nearly every
day implicitly places his or her trust in dozens—even hun-
dreds—of other people when speaking, listening, reading,
shopping, banking, driving, cooking and performing numer-
ous other mundane activities. Trust, sociologists have said,
is the “glue of society.”

Indeed, she says (Dilemmas of Trust, p. 205), “Without trust, per-
sonal and social life would be impossible.”

And like others such as Price (1969, Lecture V), Coady 1992
and even Adler 2012, she emphasizes the enormous extent to
which what we believe and know depends on what others have told
us and therefore depends on our trusting them and what they say.

At the same time, Govier is quick to point out (Dilemmas of
Trust, p. 8) that

[t]rust is a risky business because the people whom we trust
can let us down, and we are vulnerable to harm when they
do so. It is important to attend to the risks of trust and not to
take the simplistic view that trust is always good. Sometimes
we trust too easily and risk a great deal in doing so.

2.4 Innocent, implicit and reflective trust

In Chapter 3 of Govier Social Trust, which is primarily concerned
with trust and testimony, Govier introduces important distinctions
between three kinds or levels of trust. As I see it, the value of these
distinctions isn’t limited to issues surrounding testimony, so | will
introduce them here.

(a) Innocent trust. Govier writes (Social Trust, p. 66)

At the earliest stages of learning we have what might be
called an innocent trust in those who are guiding us. At this
stage, the question of their being mistaken, misguided or
malicious does not arise. We simply follow along, assuming
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so thoroughly that everything is all right that we never con-
sider doubts; we could not even articulate doubt.

She observes that such simple acceptance “is, in effect, what Witt-
genstein describes in On Certainty, where he emphasizes repeated-
ly how doubt, belief and knowledge all presume a foundation of
taking things for granted.”

(b) Implicit trust. Govier writes (p. 67) that at later stages of life

our trust is no longer the innocent trust of the child. Trust
and acceptance constitute a kind of default system, operative
unless there is reason to pause and reflect.

She mentions two sorts of reason to pause and reflect regarding tes-
timony—(i) suspecting inaccuracy (for example, what somewhat
tells us conflicts with what we currently believe or think we know)
and (ii) suspecting insincerity (for example, where the other person
has a vested interest in our coming to believe what he or she says,
or seems pushy, dishonest, manipulative, etc.).

(c) Reflective trust. Govier writes (still on p. 67),

If, after pause and reflection, we nevertheless come to accept
a claim made by another, our acceptance is still based on a
kind of trust. We still acquire the belief from another person,
and we remain to some extent dependent on what he says.
But our trust in such a case is reflective, qualified and care-
fully considered.

I will return to the subject of reflective trust in Section 3 below.
But it should be clear that reflective trust requires us to have a ra-
tional basis on which to judge this or that individual as trustwor-
thy—as someone it is reasonable for us to depend on whether it be
as a source of information or as someone on whom we might rely
for a wide variety of different purposes.

2.5 An example
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To convey the flavor of how Govier interacts with the existing lit-
erature on trust, let me sketch the final section (“High Trust and
Low Trust”) of Social Trust, Chapter 5 (“Trusting Stran-gers?”).
There Govier describes (p. 127 ff.) the work of social psychologist
Julian Rotter, who in 1967 had published “an Interpersonal Trust
Scale (ITS) [that] was intended to measure ‘a general expectancy
held by an individual that the word, promise or written statement of
another individual or group can be relied upon’.” Govier reports
that he “used the scale to distinguish between high-trusting and
low-trusting subjects.” According to Govier (p. 129):

The ITS scale was designed to deal only with generalized
expectancies. It was relevant to the issue of trusting an indi-
vidual stranger about whom we know absolutely nothing....

So far as the unknown individual is concerned, “high trust-
ers” have a normal or default attitude of slight trust and “low
trusters” one of slight or moderate distrust.

Interesting findings reported in 1980 included the following
(pp.129-30):

Rotter found that high trusters were more trustworthy than
low trusters.... He also found that “everyone likes a high
truster.” People viewed high trusters as happier, more ethi-
cal, more attractive to the opposite sex, more desirable as
close friends, and more likely to have had a happy childhood
than low trusters. Having a tendency to trust did not indicate
gullibility. On the contrary, there was some indication that
high trusters were less gullible than low trusters because
they were more sensitive to cues.

Govier observes (p. 131):

Rotter’s conclusion that high trust people tend to fare better
in life than low trust people is plausible and could be used as
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the basis for an argument that we should try to trust people
more than we do, as was claimed by Alex Michalos.?

Govier then goes on (pp. 131-32) to report the views of political
scientist Francis Fukuyama “who argues for the benefits of trust.”
Fukuyama distinguishes between “high trust societies” and “low
trust societies” and argues (p. 132) that “only in high trust societies
are people able to form, manage and preserve large corporations.”

But do Rotter’s evidence and Fukuyama’s arguments provide
reasons for claiming that slight trust ought to be our default attitude
toward others? Even though in Chapter 3 of Social Trust she had
maintained that our default attitude toward anyone offering testi-
mony ought to be trust, she is not convinced by Rotter’s evidence
and Fukuyama’s arguments that “slight trust” should be our default
attitude toward strangers “across the board,” as it were. She closes
Chapter 5 with the following remarks (p.134), which | think are
worth quoting in full:

What these arguments do not recall is our vulnerability when
we trust. Both Rotter and Fukuyama seem willfully insensi-
tive to the existence of cases in which distrust is warranted
or people are greatly harmed because they have trusted. In
some contexts we risk life itself. Having a high-trust attitude
to other people may be generally beneficial, but there are
some contexts, and indeed whole societies, in which trusting
strangers is too risky to be sensible. What people expect of
others depends on their culture, religion and material and
political circumstances. If relatives simply disappear, if one
is starved, beaten, and tortured, if friends and colleagues
may be spies for a brutal regime, people are unlikely to be
high trusters and a recommendation to trust more makes lit-
tle sense. Although there are no societies without trust and
none without interdependence, the webs and patterns of trust

Z Michalos’ view on this score, and his arguments for it, were described at length
and critiqued in Govier 1994 and in Chapter 2 of Social Trust.

© Robert C. Pinto. Informal Logic, Vol. 33, No. 2 (2013), pp. 263-291.



Govier on Trust 273

and the sorts of trust that are productive and sensible vary
enormously from one type of society to another.’

3. Trust and testimony
3.1 Trust and testimony: The problem

In the first paragraph of Chapter 3 of Social Trust (“Needing Each
Other for Knowledge™) Govier observes:

One of the clearest and most important areas in which social
trust exists is that of knowledge and belief. If we did not
trust the word of other people, we would not have beliefs
beyond our own immediate experience. In fact, we would
not have a language. Knowledge based on what other people
tell us presupposes trusting other people. Accepting evi-
dence from others is reasonable only to the extent that we
regard them as reliable, competent and sincere. And this is
to say that it is reasonable only to the extent that we trust
them.

In the first section of that chapter (“Depending on what others tells
us”), she follows Coady (1992) in insisting on the necessity (p. 52)
and “central importance” (p. 53) of the testimony on which we de-
pend, drawing on examples taken from from John Hardwig (1988)
and Steven Shapin (1994).

At the heart of this chapter, however, is the problem of “jus-
tifying our reliance on testimony.” * In Govier 1993a (p. 16) she

® In Dilemmas of Trust (Chapter 7, p. 136), she notes that “[sJome people would
say that, in the absence of any specific grounds or reasons to distrust, slight trust
is clearly the attitude to be adopted.” That sentence references note 16 to the
chapter, in which Govier refers the reader to the discussion of this view in Social
Trust, and references Rotter 1980 and Logstrup 1997.

* | am quoting the title of the section that begins on Social Trust, p. 62, with em-
phasis added. | should also add that Govier has already made it clear (pp. 56-57)
that her interest in testimony is not limited, as it is for example in legal contexts,
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had cited Anscombe’s (1979) view that “believing people is as
basic as and not reducible to believing propositions” and that “be-
lieving someone is trusting him for the truth”—a view that she em-
phasizes again in Social Trust (p. 58), saying there that “believing
persons is more fundamental than believing propositions.”

Govier formulates the central problem (1997, p. 62) in the
following words: “How can we justify our extensive reliance on
other people for knowledge?” This way of formulating the problem
appears, on the surface at any rate, to differ from what Adler 2012
calls “the vulnerability problem”—a problem which is central to
his account of the epistemology of testimony and which he formu-
lates as the problem of whether a hearer has good reason to ascribe
authority to a speaker.’

Govier maintains (Social Trust, p. 62) that there are “two
levels of questions about justification.”

(a) “First, there is the general question of what justifies us in any
reliance on the other people’s testimony. What, if anything,
makes it appropriate ever simply to accept what other peo-
ple tell us is true, as a basis for our knowledge or reliable
beliefs?”

to eyewitness testimony and expert testimony. Though the distinctions between
these various forms of testimony are interesting, “they should not blind us to the
common elements in all cases where other people tell us things.”

> “For the hearer to trust the speaker's word is for the hearer to ascribe authority
to the speaker. Within limits of his presumed competence, the hearer ascribes to
the speaker justification or warrant or knowledge for what he asserts. He takes
the speaker to be in a better position to settle the matter easily and transmit the
relevant information, and so he seeks the speaker's testimony (Gibbard 1990;
Brandom 1994; Faulkner 2007; Keren 2007). Does the hearer have good reason
to ascribe that authority? In what follows, this is referred to as the Vulnerability
Problem.”—Adler 2012, Section 1. It is worth pointing out that Adler views the
“wide scope” of that problem to be a consequence of three facts that Govier
acknowledges: (a) “our far-reaching dependence on testimony,” (b) the fact that
“hearers normally accept the assertions of speakers,” and (c) “the typical infeasi-
bility for hearers to seriously check or confirm either the speaker's reliability or
his sincerity within the normal constraints of testimonial transmission and ex-
change.”

© Robert C. Pinto. Informal Logic, Vol. 33, No. 2 (2013), pp. 263-291.



Govier on Trust 275

(b) “Second, there are more specific questions about the distinc-
tion between reliable and unreliable testimony. Granted that
we are justified in accepting some testimonial claims, what
distinguishes justifiable from unjustifiable reliance on testi-
mony?”’

3.2 Govier’s approach to the question of what justifies us in any
reliance on the other people’s testimony

Govier rejects (Social Trust, pp. 62-63) the idea that reliance on
testimony could be justified by an appeal to our successful reliance
on it in the past—by inductive logic. Like Coady, she argues that
any such attempt begs the question. “The problem is that even a
single person’s experience presupposes reliance on testimony, and
thus one cannot through experience validate the general reliability
of testimony.... One’s acceptance of testimony is too basic in life
to be validated by induction.” For her argument in support of this
point, see argument (a) below, whose conclusion is that reliance on
trust is “a priori.”

Adler, who had offered (2012, Section 2) the past success of
reliance on testimony as part of the “background evidence” that
weakens the vulnerability problem, dismisses this sort of point in
Section 5 of his overview of the epistemology of testimony:

Another objection ... is that any attempt to justify testimony
through an inductive inference will inevitably be circular.
For the justificatory grounds will almost certainly be ob-
tained, in part, through testimony (Coady 1992). This criti-
cism assumes that to justify reliance on testimony overall or
in a particular case, bars appeal to evidence of past testimo-
nial success. But it is not evident that this assumption is cor-

® She explains (Social Trust, p. 61) that “[s]uch trust can be argued to be a priori
because there is a sense it which it is logically prior to experience itself.”
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rect, or that the restriction would not equally exclude justifi-
cation of perception (by its ‘track record,’...).

I myself find Adler’s hesitation here too brief and sketchy to be
persuasive.

Though Govier rejects any attempt to justify reliance on tes-
timony inductively, she has endorsed at least three sorts of argu-
ments for a “general” reliance on other people’s testimony. These
three sorts of argument are endorsed in Govier 1993a and 1993c as
well as in Social Trust. The most extended examination of such
arguments is to be found in 1993c, which examines nine arguments
that attempt to “validate trust in the testimony of others” (1993c, p.
23), and rejects six of them as invalid. The three arguments pro-
nounced “cogent” in the conclusion of 1993¢ (p. 23) are presented
again in the first part of Govier 1993a.’

(@) The argument from memory and perception. | will present this
argument in more detail than the other two, since I think it is
the most interesting (and | think most promising) of the three
arguments. As presented in 1993c it is summarized as follows:

1. I make a distinction between veridical and non-veridical
memories and perceptions.

2. To make the distinction between veridical and non-
veridical memories and perceptions, | have recourse to
other people [i.e., | consider my apparent perception and
memories veridical just when other people tell me that
they remember or perceive what | seem to remember or
perceive].

" Govier 1993a also presents an “argument from developmental necessity”
which, in 1993c, was said (p. 25) to be “restricted in temporal scope” and to
have “no obvious application to the question of what would justify developed
knowing subjects in accepting testimonial claims.” For that reason, | omit its
details here.
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3. To have recourse to memory and perceptual judgments of
other people, 1 must regard (some of) their judgments as
credible.

4. Therefore | must regard (some of) the memory and percep-
tual judgments of other people as credible.

The summary in 1993a goes a step further. It runs as follows:

1. Experience is based on memory and perception.

2. Memory and perception presuppose some trust in other
people.

So,

3. What is presupposed by experience is necessary and yet
cannot be established by experience.

Thus,

4. Some trust in other people is necessary and yet cannot be
established by experience.

Therefore,

5. Some trust in other people is a priori.

Though this argument is not presented in detail in the section of
Govier 1993 (Chapter 3, pp. 62-66) devoted to justifying our re-
liance on testimony, the second paragraph of that section refers
the reader back to the preceding section (entitled “Social ele-
ments in basic knowledge”), where the ideas operative in this
first argument are presented. And the conclusions of the second
version of the argument are, in effect, summarized on p. 61 of
that earlier section:

The trust in other people is so basic, in fact, that it is a con-
dition of our having any experience at all. We need trust to
observe and remember events in the world and to maintain
knowledge of ourselves. Such trust can be argued to be a
priori because there is a sense it which it is logically prior to
experience itself.
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(b) The argument from consistency. As presented in 1993a and
1993c, this argument is summarized as follows:

1. In normal circumstances | have reliable perception, memo-
ries and judgment.

2. 1 am not uniquely well-equipped epistemically

So,

3. Other people have as good a claim as | do to get things
right,

Therefore,

4. In normal circumstances, other people have reliable per-
ceptions, memories and judgment.

Govier comments on this argument (1993a, p. 20):

It is only reasonable, then, to give credence to what other
people say, provided that their abilities and circumstances
are favorable for accurate judgment. Consistency requires
that we grant that other people make sense and get things
right much of the time.

As a matter of fact, the argument as presented in 1993a and 1993c
is not sufficient to warrant trust in what others tell us. As pointed
out in Section 2.1 above, when we trust, our expectations have two
basic dimensions: motivation (the other intends to act well and does
not intend to do harm) and competence. The argument as presented
in these two papers may provide grounds for supposing that others
have the competence to judge correctly, but it provides no grounds
for supposing that others are, or are likely to be, properly motivated
to tell the truth as they know or believe it to be.

A slightly different version of the argument from consistency
is presented in Social Trust (pp. 65-66), which is not subject to the
criticism just made. For one thing, that later version of the argu-
ment turns on the idea that we ought to treat others as we want
them to treat us (together with the idea that we want others to be-
lieve what we tell them). For another, it is supplemented with an
ethical dimension drawn from Price 1969 (pp. 114-15), which cul-
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minates in the claim that “every person, just because he is a person,
has a prima facie right to be believed when he makes a statement.”

(c) The argument from mundane asking and telling. As presented
in 1993a and 1993c, this argument is summarized as follows:

1. Society (at least in its western forms) presumes social
practices of mundane asking and telling.

2. Mundane asking and telling presume that people generally
trust each other for mundane answers.

So,

3. Society (at least in its western forms) presumes that people
generally trust each other for mundane answers.

4. Society in its western forms, exists.

Therefore,

5. People in western societies generally trust each other for
mundane answers.

About this argument Govier comments (19933, p. 21)

Does this argument show categorically that people should
trust and believe others? Not exactly. At least it does not
show that all people in all societies should do so. It shows
that we must do so if we think there is any point in asking
mundane questions.

Personally, I am strongly inclined to agree with Govier that
what Adler (2012) called “reductionist attempts™ to justify reliance
on testimony are undermined, as Govier claims, by question-
begging. And I think that Govier’s argument from perception and
memory has considerable merit—that our disposition to rely on the
testimony of others is so basic to our cognitive practices that it
cannot coherently be called into question. However, | am less san-
guine about the prospects of the arguments from consistency and
from mundane asking and telling, as described here.
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It is perhaps worth pointing out that there are other, very dif-
ferent approaches to understanding the rationality of accepting tes-
timony besides Govier’s attempts and the attempt at an “inductive
justification” of the reliability of testimony. For example Kauffeld
(2003a and 2003b) treats the problem as one of understanding the
grounds for what he calls the “presumption of veracity,” which he
bases on his general account of presumption. About presumption in
general he says, (2003a, pp. 140-41)

In presuming that p a person comes to hold that p by reason
of the supposition that some person has or will have made it
the case that p rather than risk resentment for acting other-
wise. A presumption is a conclusion which is held on this
basis or is available on the back of such a reason.®

In 2003b (p.10) Kauffeld links the “presumption of veracity” to
such a reason:

Thus, when S deliberately and openly manifests her primary
speaker intention, she openly takes responsibility for her
communicative effort and its foreseeable consequence(s),
e.g., the possibility that A might believe what S says. S
thereby generates a presumption of veracity on behalf of
what she says. For given what S has made known to A about
her intentions, A can reason (and be expected) to reason as
follows: S has placed herself in a position where S cannot
very well deny responsibility for trying to get me to, e. g.,
believe that P; S is no fool; S would not be willing to brook
criticism and resentment for trying to get me to believe
something which S does not herself believe on the basis of
some good effort to ascertain its truth. So | may fairly pre-
sume that P.

(See also the quotation in note 10 below.) When Adler (2012,

8 In 2003a, p. 141, note 5, he says he is “using ‘resentment’ in the ordinary sense
which encompasses the sense of injury and ill-will persons feel toward the au-
thors of a wrong or affront.”
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Section 2, item 3) cites “Reputation and Sanctions™ as part of the
background evidence that bears on the vulnerability problem, he
makes a point that invokes elements of Kauffeld’s approach.

Goldman (1999, Chapter 4), while defending (pp. 109-125) a
Bayesian account of inferential practices regarding testimony, de-
scribes (pp. 128-130) four distinct approaches to the philosophical
“justification of testimonial belief,” without committing himself to
which of the four should be endorsed. He begins by noting Coady’s
arguments against “reductionist” accounts, which attempt an “in-
ductivist” approach to justifying those practices. He disaproves of
some of Coady’s arguments but finds possible merit in others, and
concludes by saying (p. 127) that “[a]t a minimum, this antireduc-
tionist conclusion has a lot going for it.”

3.3 Implicit trust: The “default mechanism”

What about the “second level” of questions about testimony, name-
ly “specific questions about the distinction between reliable and
unreliable testimony.” In Chapter 3 of Social Trust, the core idea
that guides what she has to say in respect of such questions is in-
troduced at the end of the section entitled “Justifying our reliance
on testimony.” Having quoted Price (1969, p. 114)—“Surely every
person, just because he is a person, has at least a prima facie claim
to be believed when he makes a statement”—she comments (Social
Trust, p. 66):

® Adler comments, “The expectation of truthfulness is sufficiently strong that
those who are the victims of false testimony, whether through error or deception,
are likely to become less trusting. But the scope of that loss of trust will be ex-
tremely narrowly circumscribed, partly because we lack other means than testi-
mony to acquire the information we seek. In small communities and institutional
settings, though far less so in large communities where anonymity can be main-
tained, sanctions and reputation are a forceful constraint. “Gossip” columnists
probably would not keep their jobs, if the readily verified portions of their factu-
al reports were not largely accurate.”
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In the absence of any special reason to the contrary, when
another person tells us something, we should trust her
enough to accept it. Taking another at her word is the auto-
matic, normal thing to do—the default mechanism, we
might say—and we deviate from this approach only when
we have specific reason to do so.

And, as I indicated above in section 2.4, what she calls “Implicit
trust,” as differentiated from the “innocent trust” typical of chil-
dren, is marked by the fact that for adults “[t]rust and acceptance
constitute a kind of default system, operative unless there is reason
to pause and reflect.”

However, Govier does not, as far as | can see, attempt a de-
fense of this “default mechanism”—beyond a reliance on the ethi-
cal considerations drawn from Price that she cites on p. 65 (and
that were quoted in the preceding paragraph). Nevertheless, such a
default practice seems to be fairly widely endorsed among those
who have addressed issues surrounding testimony. See for example
Adler’s (2012, Section 3) discussion of a putative default rule for
testimony (DR), which he formulates as

If the speaker S asserts that p to the hearer H, then, under
normal conditions, it is correct for H to accept (believe) S's
assertion, unless H has special reason to object.*

Moreover, Adler himself suggests that DR derives direct epistemic
support if a certain thesis he labels the K-norm holds:

(K-norm): One correctly asserts that p only if one knows (or
represents oneself as knowing) that p.

19 Adler notes: “The DR is not the weakest principle that might govern conversa-
tional acceptance. Rather than holding that testimony transmits warrant or justi-
fication or knowledge, a weaker claim is that it yields to the hearer only some
(pro tanto) epistemic reason to believe the speaker's assertion. But this weaker
version of the DR would yield only entitlement to qualified, not all-out, ac-
ceptance. The result is weaker than conversational practice reveals.”
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Adler comments:

On the assumption that speakers generally conform to the K-
norm, which would help explain why the norm continues to
hold, hearers will correspondingly ascribe to speakers
knowledge that their assertion holds. This ascription sup-
ports the DR, since a speaker's knowing is excellent reason
to accept his assertion.*

Nevertheless, some discussion of the pros and cons of the default
rule seems in order here. For as Adler (2012, Section 6.2) points
out, there are dissenters. He calls attention to Elizabeth Fricker’s
condemnation of it:

With qualifications, Fricker denies that we are entitled to de-
fault-accept the reliability of testimony, although she does
think a default applies to judging the sincerity of the speak-
er. She regards any rule like the DR as “an epistemic charter
for the gullible and undiscriminating” (1994, 126; but see al-
s0, 1995). Fricker claims that hearers can obtain independent
evidence to confirm the belief that a speaker is trustworthy.
She stresses that “insincerity and honest error are both per-
fectly possible”:
a hearer should always engage in some assessment of the
speaker for trustworthiness. To believe what is asserted
without doing so is to believe blindly, uncritically. This is
gullibility. (145)

If we concede (as apparently Fricker does and as | certainly do)
that one ought to presume a speaker is sincere in the absence of a

! Kauffeld 2003a (p. 144) suggests something somewhat similar, namely that
obligations undertaken by a speaker who makes an assertion warrant a presump-
tion of veracity on the part of a hearer: ... a broadly Gricean analysis of utter-
ance-meaning shows that speech acts are performed by speakers deliberately and
openly undertaking obligations and, thereby, generating special presumptions ...
In the simple case of seriously saying something a speaker openly undertakes
responsibility for the truthfulness of her utterance and, thereby, engages a special
presumption of veracity.”
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reason to believe otherwise, the issue becomes whether one ought
to presume the speaker knows what he or she is talking about in the
absence of a reason to withhold that presumption. Whether one
ought to so presume depends on what is to count as a reason to
withhold that presumption pending further investigation. In Social
Trust (p, 67) the examples of reasons to withhold trust in testimony
explicitly mentioned are, in addition to reasons for suspecting in-
sincerity, (i) that what the speaker says is implausible or conflicts
with what we believe or think we know and (ii) that “the other per-
son may seem biased, tired, pushy, overly emotional, ... incoher-
ent, unintelligent, manipulative....”

But | think there are—even in casual conversation—
additional, quite different factors that should influence whether we
pause and reflect. Thus (iii) Price (1969, p. 113) mentions one
such, when he says:

The answer to some very important question, practical or
theoretical, may depend on the correctness of so-and-so’s
testimony. Then we shall be more cautious.*

| need not suspect my physician of insincerity or lack of compe-
tence to request a second opinion when she tells me that back sur-
gery is the only thing that will solve my problem. (iv) As I pointed
out in Pinto 2003 (p. 6), decisions about whether to withhold ac-
ceptance a proposition at a given point “must take into account the
‘costs’ of securing further information or further scrutiny (includ-
ing the possibility of lost opportunities as a result of deferring
judgment)”—see also Freeman 2003 on this point. (v) When we
know that what the speaker says broaches a controversial topic
(claims, for example, that a three-week-old fetus is a full-fledged
human person), we would be ill-advised to accept what the speaker
says on her say-so—even though we ourselves might have no view

12 Actually, Govier (1997, p.68) does acknowledge something of this sort when
she says, “The issue of competence varies, depending on what is claimed and
how important it is to be accurate.”
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on the matter with which the speaker’s statement might conflict
and do not consider the claim implausible.

In addition, (vi) there are special problems concerned with
relying on experts, to which Govier devotes a section near the end
of Chapter 3 (Social Trust, pp. 69-72). As well, (vii) Govier herself
(Social Trust, Chapter 4, esp. pp. 92-104) discusses special prob-
lems associated with trusting professionals. Moreover, any simple
formulation of a default rule or “method” overlooks something that
Govier has stressed in contexts not concerned specifically with tes-
timony, namely that whether trust is reasonable depends on the so-
cial context in which we find ourselves—on whether, for example,
honesty is widespread among those we are dealing with in that con-
text (see for example the passage quoted at the end of Section 2.5
above). Finally, I can’t help being puzzled by the fact that although
she endorses a default “method” when it comes to testimony in
Chapter 3 of Social Trust, in Chapter 5 she appears to object to a
default method for trusting strangers (see Section 2.5 above).

Despite these reservations, Fricker’s claims that any rule like
DR is “an epistemic charter for the gullible and undiscriminating”
and that “a hearer should always engage in some assessment of the
speaker for trustworthiness” (emphasis added) strike me as exag-
gerations. At the same time, it seems to me that—given the indefi-
niteness of what is to count as “a special reason to object”—the
default “rule” is not much of a rule. Govier is wise to speak instead
of a “default method” or a “default mechanism”—a phrase that bet-
ter captures much of our practice in dealing with testimony: we
normally simply accept what we’re told by others unless a “warn-
ing light” turns on, urging us to proceed with caution. And | am
inclined to think that what we should make of that “mechanism” is
something that calls for further investigation.

3.4 Reflective trust

Govier 1993a presents two “models” for acceptance of a proposi-
tion on the basis of testimony. The models are attempts to capture
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our reasoning from the fact that someone has told us something to
our believing what we’ve been told. The first model, which is op-
erative in “implicit trust,” is called the Simple Acceptance Model
and is described (p. 22) as follows:

1. Stells me that p
2. | believe S

So,

3.P

Govier says of premise 2

I come to know or believe a proposition because | believe
someone. Believing that person presupposes trusting her and
trust in such a case is unquestioning, implicit and complete.

For cases where we don’t rely on implicit trust, we can
(1993a. p. 23) “critically evaluate what we are told by reflecting on
the communicative style, competence, and honesty of the other
person and on the independent plausibility of what they say.”
When testimonial claims are critically appraised another kind of
trust is involved. For such cases Govier provides a “Reflective Ap-
praisal Model”*® intended to capture the steps in the critical evalua-
tion that leads from the fact that someone has told me that p to my
acceptance of p:

B In Govier 1993d the same model is presented, though there it is called a “Uni-
versalistic Reflective Model.” In 1993d Govier is addressing that fact that (p. 93)
“[fleminist theorists allege that standards couched in universalistic terms are
often implicitly racist and sexist. Universalistic theories, they claim, hide differ-
ences that relevantly affect how people have suffered in the past, are treated, and
should be treated.” Govier’s strategy is to show that even in cases where testi-
mony is treated in a racist or sexist way, a universalistic model can help identify
the points in racist or sexist reasoning at which those abuses occur. She says (p.
99) that “the problem of rejecting testimony on the basis of gender, race, class,
or other prejudice is a serious one” and in the final pages of the paper offers an
approach for addressing the problem.
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1. Asays “p.”

2. In saying “p” A asserts that p.

3. Ais sincere and truthful in his or her assertion that p.

So,

4. A believes that p.

5. A'is (in the normative sense) competent and reliable with
regard to such matters as p.

Thus,

6. There is good reason to believe that p.

7. There is no compelling reason or evidence against p.

Therefore, probably,

8. p.

Though this model is not reproduced in Social Trust, it captures a
point that Govier makes on p. 68 of that work:

With reflective trust there are three strands for considera-
tion: first, the saying or “speech act”; second, competence;
and third, sincerity.

Step 2 of the second model captures the fact that a hearer (19933,
p. 23) “based on verbal and communicative knowledge, including
contextual understanding” must determine that “in saying what he
did, in the context and in the way that he did, A was seriously as-
serting p.” Step 3 addresses the question of sincerity. Govier says
(19934, p 23-24) that acceptance of this premise

is grounded both on one’s sense of A in general and interpre-
tation of his words, body language, and purpose in this con-
text. This premise requires one kind of trust in A: one’s
sense that he is not being deceptive or manipulative in this
case, that he is being sincere.

Step 5 addresses the question of A’s competence—which articu-
lates a second “dimension of trust.” Govier says (1993a, p. 24),
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Evidence for premise (5) may be based on his track record
with regard to similar claims made in the past; when such
evidence is not available, we may form a judgment about
A’s competence from our impressions on this particular oc-
casion.*

Steps 6 through 8 illustrate the point made in Social Trust (p. 68)
about reflective trust:

Given that we judge a speaker to be competent and sincere
and to be making an assertion, we will believe him or her
unless we have countervailing reasons not to believe. In
such cases we do not trust without gquestion, but in the end
we still trust. Without trust we would not believe the person;
we would not judge that his or her belief gives us a reason to
believe. It is not unhesitatingly assumed. But it is still trust.

4. Conclusion

For those whose interests lie in informal logic and argumentation
theory, the aspect of Govier’s work on trust that will be of most
immediate interest lies in its bearing on reasons for trusting.

(@) T hope that in this paper I’ve succeeded in making it clear that
what Govier has said about such reasons—both with regard to
reasons for trusting those who offer testimony and with respect
to reasons for trusting in a host of other aspects of life not di-
rectly concerned with testimony—is sufficiently articulated to
merit serious consideration. I hope I’ve also made it clear that
outstanding questions remain about reasons for trusting, and
that interacting with what Govier has to say about such reasons
ought to be part of addressing those outstanding questions.

“ Though she says (Govier 1997, p 68), “Contexts where expertise is more tech-
nical and specialized, such as economics or medicine, raise more complex ques-
tions of competence.”
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(b) Any serious attempt to investigate reasons for trusting (i) re-
quires an understanding of what trust is and (ii) must be sensi-
tive to the differences in the roles it plays in different contexts
and the different problems posed by those different roles. | hope
I’ve succeeded in making it clear that Govier’s extensive and
detailed work on trust sheds enormous light on what trust is and
on the different roles it plays in different contexts. This aspect
of her work makes it an almost essential propaedeutic to any
successful investigation of reasons for trusting.
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