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Abstract

This paper examines the role of epistemic trust and testimony in the circulation and acceptance of
fake news in Nigeria, using empirical and philosophical analysis. The evidence combines
questionnaire responses with five Focus Group Discussions involving 40 participants across
Anambra, Enugu, Abia, Ebonyi and Imo States. The findings show that respondents do not treat all
information sources as epistemically equivalent. Professional journalists attracted the strongest
average trust (48.1% agreeing or strongly agreeing that they are credible), followed by fact-
checking organisations (37.0%) and academic experts (29.6%), while social-media influencers
attracted only 7.4% and government information 22.2%. Yet the qualitative findings show that
familiarity, reputation, interpersonal relationships, professional appearance, photographs,
videos, perceived authority and repeated circulation can make information appear credible. The
paper argues that trust is both indispensable and dangerous: indispensable because individuals
cannot independently verify everything they know, and dangerous because misplaced trust can
transfer credibility from a messenger to a proposition without adequate evidential support.
Repetition creates a further problem when multiple appearances of a claim are mistaken for
independent corroboration. The analysis connects these findings with the epistemology of
testimony, reliabilism, epistemic authority and social epistemology. It proposes calibrated
epistemic trust, based on competence, sincerity, relevant expertise, reliability, track record,
transparency, corroboration and provenance. The paper concludes that responsible information
practice requires asking not only who communicated a claim but where the material originated,
when it was produced, whether it has been altered and whether apparent agreement represents
independent confirmation.

Keywords: Fake News; Epistemology; Belief; Justification; Verification; Nigeria; Social
Epistemology

1. Introduction

Human beings acquire much of what they know through other people. No individual can
independently observe or verify every proposition encountered in everyday life. Testimony is
therefore not an optional feature of human knowledge but a central condition of social knowing.
The problem created by fake news is consequently not solved by demanding that citizens trust
nothing. It requires a more difficult question: when is trust warranted?
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This study approaches this question through epistemic trust, testimony, source authority and
reliability. It shows that respondents differentiate among professional journalists, fact-checking
organisations, academic experts, government, religious leaders, friends and relatives, and social-
media influencers. The data therefore do not depict a population that treats every source equally. At
the same time, the FGDs demonstrate that source familiarity and interpersonal relationships can
sometimes substitute for independent verification. The same person who is trusted as a friend,
community figure or authority can become the conduit through which an unsupported claim
acquires credibility.

The paper's central claim is that the epistemology of fake news is partly an epistemology of the
messenger. A claim does not circulate in a social vacuum. It arrives through a person, institution,
platform or network. The recipient must assess not only the proposition but also the source, the
conditions of transmission and the relationship between the apparent source and the actual
provenance of the information.

2.Fake News as an Epistemic Threat

The study uses “fake news” as a broad working term while distinguishing misinformation and
disinformation analytically. The deeper issue is what happens when false or misleading
information becomes credible. Uscinski et al. (2024) argue that misinformation research requires
an explicit epistemological foundation because claims about falsity, truth and knowledge already
presuppose standards for epistemic assessment. Weatherall and O'Connor (2024) likewise
emphasise the conceptual, epistemological, social and political dimensions of fake news.

The study's social-epistemological model moves through information, credibility, belief,
justification, communication, social reinforcement, collective belief and public reason. Within
this sequence, trust operates as a bridge. A recipient first encounters a claim, evaluates a source
using available cues, forms or suspends belief, and may then communicate the claim to others. If
circulation becomes repetitive, social reinforcement can produce apparent consensus. The
epistemic danger is therefore not simply that a source can be false; it is that trust can make
unsupported information appear warranted.

3. Testimony and Epistemic Trust

The philosophy of testimony provides a direct framework for interpreting the findings.
Reductionist approaches hold that testimonial belief requires some independent reason for trusting
the speaker, while anti-reductionist approaches allow testimony to function as a basic source of
justification or knowledge (Coady, 1992; Fricker, 1995; Lackey, 2008). The digital environment
complicates this debate because users encounter enormous quantities of testimony from sources
whose competence, sincerity and provenance may be uncertain. Cété-Bouchard (2024) argues that
an overly permissive policy of accepting social-media testimony unless defeated is too generous
because the structure of social media facilitates misinformation.

Levy (2022) similarly emphasises epistemic vigilance and responsibility. The challenge is
therefore not to eliminate trust but to calibrate it. The supplied study identifies competence,
sincerity, track record, transparency, accountability, relevant expertise, consistency with available
evidence and corroboration as factors relevant to warranted trust. This approach avoids two
extremes: blind trust and indiscriminate scepticism.

4.Method and Empirical Base
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The quantitative component contains 27 questionnaire responses. Because the dataset is small and
geographically broader than the intended five-state study area, its results are descriptive rather
than statistically representative of Nigeria or even strictly of Southeastern Nigeria. The qualitative
component follows the intended geographical structure: eight youth/media consumers in
Anambra, eight in Enugu, eight community leaders/stakeholders in Abia, eight youth/media
consumers in Ebonyi and eight community leaders/stakeholders in Imo.

The FGD themes most relevant to this paper were trust as a basis of belief; belief and evidence;
repetition and social confirmation; identity and confirmation; social media and speed; institutional
trust; epistemic responsibility; and culture of verification. The analysis distinguishes participants'
perceptions from independently verified factual claims.

S.Findings
5.1 Trusted sources

Most trusted source Frequency Share of 27
Television 11 40.7%
WhatsApp 3 11.1%
Newspaper 3 11.1%
X/Twitter 2 7.4%
No clear trust / uncertain 2 7.4%
YouTube 1 3.7%
TikTok 1 3.7%
Instagram 1 3.7%
Friends/Family 1 3.7%
Radio 1 3.7%
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Television was the most frequently identified single trusted source, followed by WhatsApp and
newspapers. The presence of both traditional and digital sources demonstrates that digital
participation has not displaced traditional media as an epistemic reference point. At the same time,
the distribution of trust across informal platforms indicates that epistemic authority is now dispersed
across institutional and interpersonal environments

Source Mean Agree/Strongly Agree
Professional journalists 3.33 48.1%

Fact-checking organisations | 3.11 37.0%

Academic experts 3.07 29.6%

Religious leaders 2.74 22.2%

Government information 2.52 22.2%

Friends and relatives 2.81 18.5%

Social-media influencers 2.26 7.4%

Professional journalists attract the strongest reported trust, while social-media influencers attract
the weakest. Government information also receives relatively modest trust. The pattern indicates
differentiated epistemic evaluation, but the moderate level of trust even in relatively authoritative
sources suggests that credibility is contested.

5.2 How credibility is constructed socially

The FGDs identify several cues that make information appear believable: identity of the sender,
familiarity, reputation, social position, professional appearance, photographs and videos, perceived
authority and the number of people sharing the claim. An important implication is that credibility is
partly relational. People may initially believe a message because it arrives through someone they
know or respect. The Anambra discussion also noted that “breaking news” presentation,
photographs and videos can create an appearance of authenticity.

This illustrates the distinction between social credibility and epistemic warrant. A message can look
credible because it is professionally packaged or transmitted by a respected person while still
lacking adequate evidence. The source can explain why a claim is believed without establishing that
the claim s true.
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5.3 Repetition and apparent corroboration

Repeated circulation emerged across the FGDs as a mechanism through which information gains
apparent credibility. Participants acknowledged that encountering the same claim from several
people can make it seem more believable, even when the different messages originated from one
common source. The questionnaire provides quantitative support: 29.6% agreed that if many people
share a story, they assume it is true.

The philosophical distinction is between independent corroboration and repetition. Ten
independent witnesses reporting an event may provide multiple testimonial grounds; ten people
forwarding the same unverified message do not automatically provide ten independent reasons.
Social-media networks can therefore manufacture the appearance of consensus without increasing
evidential support. The problem is particularly relevant to what the study describes as social
reinforcement. This interpretation is consistent with the study's broader discussion of epistemic
flooding and the information environment (Anderau, 2023). The challenge is not merely volume but
the epistemic status of the repeated material. Repetition can increase familiarity and confidence
without increasing truth or justification.

5.4 Source authority and pseudo-expertise

The findings also support a distinction between social influence and epistemic authority. A
communicator may possess a large audience, high social status or strong institutional visibility
without possessing relevant competence. Croce and Baghramian (2024a, 2024b) and Croce and
Marsili (2025) provide conceptual resources for distinguishing expertise, epistemic authority,
pseudo-expertise and unreliable expertise. The relevance to the empirical findings is direct:
respondents use titles, positions, reputation and social influence as credibility cues, but such cues do
not guarantee reliability.

Reliabilism adds another dimension. Goldman (1979, 1986, 2008) connects justification and
knowledge to the reliability of belief-forming processes. Applied to information sources, the
relevant question becomes whether a source tends to produce true beliefs. This shifts attention from
prestige to track record, competence and reliability.

5.5 Provenance in the digital environment

The study's philosophical discussion extends source evaluation beyond the immediate account that
posted a message. Participants in Ebonyi noted that old videos can be presented as though they
depict new events and that edited videos can mislead viewers. Screenshots may remove context,
anonymous accounts may obscure provenance and repeated reposting can make copied material
appear independently confirmed.

The epistemic question must therefore change from “Who posted this?” to a sequence of
provenance questions: Where did the material originate? When was it produced? Has it been
altered? Is the present context the original context? Has an apparently independent source merely
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reproduced the same claim? This is a practical extension of testimony evaluation and source
criticism.

6. Institutional Trust and Epistemic Cynicism

Trust problems operate in both directions. Misplaced trust can cause acceptance of unreliable
information. Persistent exposure to misinformation can also generate excessive distrust. The FGDs
reported that accurate government information may be dismissed as propaganda and that repeated
misinformation can produce generalised suspicion. The study calls this condition epistemic
cynicism: a state in which distrust extends so broadly that individuals cease to regard sources as
reliably informative. Neither blind trust nor indiscriminate distrust is epistemically satisfactory.
Knowledge requires dependence on others, but responsible dependence requires calibrated trust.
The relevant standards include competence, sincerity, reliability, transparency, accountability,
relevant expertise and corroboration. Institutional credibility therefore becomes part of the
epistemic infrastructure of society.

7. Towards Calibrated Epistemic Trust

The evidence supports a model of calibrated epistemic trust. First, identify the source. Second,
assess relevant competence and authority rather than relying on status alone. Third, consider the
source's reliability and track record. Fourth, examine the evidential basis of the claim. Fifth, seek
independent corroboration for significant claims. Sixth, inspect provenance, date and context.
Seventh, remain open to correction. This procedure recognises that ordinary people cannot verify
everything independently while refusing the inference that trust is automatically justified.

The model is compatible with the study's account of epistemic responsibility. A responsible
information user does not have to become an investigator of every minor claim. But the more
consequential the claim, the stronger the reason to expend verification effort. This principle also fits
the study's proposed framework that evidence should be proportionate to the significance of the
claim.

8. Concluding Reflection

The empirical evidence shows that epistemic trust is indispensable to the information environment
but also constitutes a route through which misinformation can acquire credibility. Respondents
differentiate among sources, yet interpersonal familiarity, reputation, social identity, repetition and
presentation can influence belief. The resulting epistemological problem is not simply whether
citizens trust; it is whether their trust is appropriately calibrated. Trust remains a necessary condition
of social knowledge because individuals cannot independently verify every claim they encounter.
However, when trust is detached from adequate evidence, relevant competence and source
reliability, it can facilitate the acceptance and circulation of false or misleading information. The
central challenge, therefore, is to preserve the epistemic value of testimony while developing the
critical capacities necessary to distinguish warranted trust from misplaced confidence.
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The findings further demonstrate that credibility is not always a reliable indicator of truth. Although
respondents expressed greater confidence in professional journalists than in social-media
influencers, the focus group discussions revealed that information may acquire credibility through
familiarity, perceived authority, professional appearance, photographs, videos and the reputation of
the person sharing it. These findings highlight the distinction between social credibility and
epistemic justification. A message may appear convincing because it comes from a trusted friend,
respected community member or seemingly authoritative source, yet remain unsupported by
adequate evidence. Consequently, the assessment of information must extend beyond the identity
and reputation of the messenger to include the competence of the source, the reliability of its
previous claims, the evidential basis of the proposition and the circumstances under which the
information was produced and circulated.

A particularly significant implication concerns the relationship between repetition and
corroboration. The study demonstrates that repeated exposure to a claim can increase its apparent
credibility without increasing its evidential strength. When individuals encounter the same message
across multiple social-media platforms or through several acquaintances, they may interpret its
circulation as evidence of independent confirmation. Yet the apparent multiplicity of sources may
conceal a single, unverified origin. This distinction is essential to understanding how
misinformation gains social acceptance and becomes embedded in collective belief. Repetition may
strengthen familiarity and confidence, but neither familiarity nor confidence establishes truth.
Responsible information practice must therefore distinguish between the widespread circulation of
aclaim and the independent verification of its content.

The findings also underscore the need to distinguish social influence from epistemic authority.
Popularity, institutional visibility, professional presentation and social status may influence how a
message is received, but they do not necessarily demonstrate the competence or reliability required
to justify belief. Equally, the relative distrust of certain institutions should not automatically lead to
the rejection of everything they communicate. As the focus group discussions suggest, sustained
exposure to misinformation can produce epistemic cynicism, in which individuals become
increasingly suspicious of information sources, including those that may provide accurate and
verifiable information. Both uncritical acceptance and indiscriminate scepticism undermine
responsible knowledge acquisition. A healthy information environment must therefore support a
balanced disposition in which trust is neither abandoned nor granted without sufficient reason.

A responsible information culture consequently requires more than identifying unreliable accounts
or warning citizens against fake news. It requires the cultivation of practical and philosophical
habits of verification. Information users should be encouraged to identify the original source of a
claim, assess the source's relevant competence and track record, examine the evidence presented,
establish the date and context of the material, determine whether photographs or videos have been
altered or misrepresented, and seek confirmation from genuinely independent sources. Particular
attention should be given to provenance because a message may be detached from its original
context, reproduced by anonymous accounts or recirculated as a new development even when the
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material is old. These practices shift information evaluation from the superficial question of who
shared a message to the more demanding questions of where it originated, what supports it and
whether its apparent credibility is justified.

The principle of epistemic responsibility also requires that verification be proportionate to the
significance of the claim. It is neither realistic nor necessary for individuals to investigate every
piece of information with equal intensity. Nevertheless, claims that may influence public
decisions, communal relationships, institutional legitimacy or individual welfare warrant
greater scrutiny. The more consequential a claim, the stronger the obligation to examine its
evidential foundation before accepting or disseminating it. This responsibility extends beyond
the original producer of misinformation to those who forward, endorse or reproduce it without
adequate verification. Every act of communication can either strengthen the quality of the shared
information environment or contribute to the circulation of unjustified belief. Responsible
participation in digital spaces therefore involves recognising that sharing information is not
merely a social activity but also an epistemic act with consequences for others.

At the institutional level, the findings point to the importance of strengthening the conditions
under which public trust can be reasonably maintained. Journalists, fact-checking organisations,
academic experts, public institutions and other information providers have a responsibility to
demonstrate competence, transparency, accountability and consistency with available evidence.
Clear correction practices, accessible supporting evidence and openness about uncertainty can
help establish the grounds on which credibility is warranted. At the same time, citizens require
opportunities to develop critical media literacy and epistemic judgement so that they can assess
claims without becoming wholly dependent on reputation, social identity or the apparent
consensus of their networks. Such efforts should not assume that all misinformation results from
deliberate deception; they must also address the ordinary social and cognitive processes through
whichunsupported claims become believable and are transmitted in good faith.

The study's empirical findings must, however, be interpreted within the limits of its
methodology. The questionnaire component comprised 27 responses, making its results
descriptive rather than statistically representative of Nigeria or even Southeastern Nigeria as a
whole. The focus group discussions provide valuable insight into participants' experiences,
perceptions and reasoning, but these accounts should not be treated as definitive evidence of the
behaviour of the entire population. The findings are therefore best understood as a contribution
to the empirical and philosophical examination of epistemic trust, testimony and misinformation
within the study's research context. Further research involving larger and more diverse samples,
additional geographical settings and systematic examination of verification practices could
clarify how trust is formed, how it varies across information environments and which
interventions most effectively encourage responsible belief formation.
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Eventually, the central contribution of this study is to demonstrate that misinformation is not
merely a problem of false content; it is also a problem of how credibility is assigned, how
testimony is evaluated and how beliefs acquire social reinforcement. The epistemology of digital
misinformation must therefore address both the truth of propositions and the social processes
through which people come to accept them. The decisive questions are not only whether a
message is widely shared or communicated by a familiar person, but whether the source is
competent, the evidence is adequate, the provenance is traceable and the apparent corroboration
is genuinely independent. Repeated circulation is not equivalent to independent confirmation,
social influence is not equivalent to epistemic authority, and familiarity is not equivalent to truth.

Trust should remain possible because knowledge depends, in significant measure, on the
testimony of others. What must change is the manner in which trust is granted, maintained and
revised. A more responsible digital information environment requires calibrated epistemic trust:
a disposition that acknowledges the necessity of testimony while remaining alert to the
possibility of error, manipulation and misplaced authority. Such trust combines openness to
information with a willingness to question, verify and correct one's beliefs when adequate
reasons emerge. The ultimate objective is not to produce a society in which citizens distrust
everything, but one in which belief is more consistently guided by evidence, credibility is earned
through demonstrated reliability, and the circulation of information is accompanied by a
corresponding commitment to epistemic responsibility. In this sense, epistemic vigilance is not
the enemy of trust; it is the condition that enables trust to contribute meaningfully to knowledge
rather than become a vehicle for misinformation.
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