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1. Introduction

Testimony is central to our knowledge of the world and how we manage our epistemic life. In a
variety of ways, people tell us about things and we learn via their sayings. This is also the same about
texts we read. However, not all texts are the same in this regard. For example, it may be the case that
in mathematical papers we are presented with the proofs themselves and there is less role for
testimony to play, as compared with papers drawing on gathered data unavailable in the paper itself. In
the latter case, we need to consider the author and publisher to see how much trust we can put in them.
This is to suggest that at times the epistemic situation of the reader may be better or worse. If we don’t
know the author’s education or affiliation or where the paper is published, we have a harder time in
making up our minds about the text.

Drawing on this background, | argue that some forms of “editing” (which vary from cases of simple
copyediting to more engaged ways of editing) may worsen the epistemic situation of the reader.
Therefore, there is something wrong with those forms of editing, epistemically speaking.

2. Testimony and Knowledge

Contemporary epistemology considers testimony an important source of knowledge, or at least a main
option to be considered and discussed. There are, however, different views about why testimony
matters. The two main views are reductionism and non-reductionism. This is not a comprehensive
picture and there are middle-ground options as well. Be that as it way, since here we need a general
picture of testimony, | don’t get into details about it here. It is enough to get a sense of the two main
camps of view. (Here | follow Lackey, 2006: 442-438 and Nagel, 2014: Ch. 6.)

One group argues that we need reasons to trust testimony. | can follow a passerby’s testimony about
an address if | have reasons to trust. It is not that we can trust testimony by default, but we need
reasons. This is reductionism. The view may be developed in different ways. For example, we may
need reasons to trust testimony in general, or we may need reasons to trust this or that testimony.
Reductionism is contested. Proponents argue that without reasons to trust we would be gullible. To
avoid this, we must ask for reasons. Opponents, on the other hand, argue that it would not be easy or at
times possible to provide reasons for trusting testimony since it would rely on testimony — thus, the
circularity problem.

For our purpose, it is enough to note how testimony plays a role in our knowledge and how we can
think about it in each case. Nothing in the following depends on a specific view about the
epistemology of testimony, but it would be compatible with either view one takes on the matter.

3. Trusting the Critique

Critical writing is in some ways different from normal writing. The best type exemplifying “critical
writing” is critical book review. Of course, as long as other forms of writing resemble the main
features of this genre, then the arguments of this paper apply to them. (More on this comes later.)

The main point about critical writings in question is that they are rather short and they don’t have their
subject included in them. A critical book review is supposed to be rather short. Plus, it is about
something else that cannot be summarized completely and fully in the review itself. Compare it with a
book-length discussion where the author has space to provide evidence more generously and fully.
This is why we need to trust the critique to learn from critical writings. The author has a more
important role here. In a book, we can also consider the evidence of many kinds. Still, we need some
degree of trust even in the case of books. However, when reading a critical book review, we have
much less without first trusting the author. It matters where the judgments come from.

Relevantly, now that we have less evidence in the text, we may also consider that kind of
consideration that may matter less in, say, books. For example, we may pay more attention to the style
of writing of a book critique to have an idea about the social and political perspective of the critique to
better make sense of what goes on in the text in general.
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4. Some Roles “editors” Play

Here | don’t need to take a stance on what is to edit and what are the legitimate roles an editor can play
or must play. I merely mention some cases. We can argue that these cases can contribute to the
question of the legitimate role of editors, not otherwise.

4.1. Suggested Translations

Consider a book critique of a translation. The critique points to some sentences, quotes the published
translation, and then suggests a better translation for it. Suppose that the editor of the text attempts to
improve the suggested translation, and is successful. Now, we readers have a better text in front of us.
However, here is the problem. Drawing on the good suggested translations we may evaluate the
critique very well and trust the text. Now we rely on not only the specific critiques discussed but also
general judgements of the critique in the text. We may be misled in all this. Perhaps the raw text by
this critique, without such improving edits, leads us to be even suspicious of the critique and thus not
trust the general judgments of the text. In such cases, the editor is worsening our epistemic situation.
4.2. Linguistic Leaning

One way editors work is by making different texts rather similar and unified. They apply a unified
style. This is what we may well expect in, say, an encyclopedia. However, consider this kind of edit in
book reviews. From the style of writing, we can learn the political and social leanings of the critique.
These matter when we want to evaluate general judgments of critiques. For example, a book critique
may be very positive, very negative, or moderate on a book on the history of early Islam. Note how
important it may be to know whether the critique writes in a way that uses a lot of Arabic terms,
avoids them strictly, or takes no specific position on this.

4.3. Competency of the Critique

Consider a simple case: a critique evaluates the prose of a book very negatively. Now, it matters for us
to know whether the critique has a good sense of prose. It may be the case that the critique writes
poorly, but that such problems in the texts are edited and improved through the editing process. Now
we lose some evidence important to how much trust is appropriate in the general judgments of the text.
5. Editing Other Forms of Writing

An objection against what is proposed may be that this worry about editing is not limited to critical
writing and extends to all forms of writing. However, this is an absurd consequence. Thus, there must
be something wrong with the proposal in the first place.

In response, | argue that, first, we can limit the scope of discussion to a specific form of writing, as
noted. Second, | am open to considering the more general worry. Perhaps we need to consider the
epistemic aspect of editing more broadly, even if it leads to a revisionary view. Be that as it may, it is
not the aim of this paper to do so.

6. Conclusion

It is argued that there are ways that some ways of editing critical writings make the epistemic
situations of the reader worse. | defend this claim drawing on general ideas from the epistemology of
testimony. This is a limited claim, in need of further exploration of its implications both about the
practice of editing in this specific domain as well as other forms of writing.
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