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If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.
Isaac Newton, Letter to Robert Hooke, February 5, 1675 

In an attempt to put up an original analysis of the concept of indoctrination, I have argued elsewhere
 that one of the distinguishing characteristics of indoctrinated people is that the beliefs they hold in virtue of being indoctrinated, are always the beliefs of other people.  They are never ‘self-generated’ beliefs, that is, beliefs that have formed through the autonomous thinking and reflection of the believer as a consequence of his/her experience of the world divorced from teaching.  Whilst there are other things that mark out the indoctrinated person, the beliefs which underwrite his/her indoctrinated state, are acquired as a consequence of someone else’s teaching, and these beliefs, therefore, are the beliefs of others.  The indoctrinated person is epistemically dependent with respect to what s/he believes.

When I undertook that analysis of the concept of indoctrination, I not only argued that the beliefs indoctrinated people hold are the result of teaching, and, therefore, the beliefs of others, but also that this was one of the things that distinguished indoctrinated people from educated people.  I have come to see that such a view is wrong.  It seems to me now, that whilst we can (and should) make a distinction between education and indoctrination, that the beliefs held by those indoctrinated are always someone else’s beliefs, cannot be the thing that marks out the difference between indoctrination and education, for it now seems to me, that the beliefs people acquire in virtue of becoming and being educated, are just as much a consequence of the say-so of others, as is the case in indoctrination.  This may, at first, seem obvious, but we do have the notion of the autodidact and the idea that one can pursue one’s education through self-reflection, independent and autonomous research.  The concept of education seems to permit the idea of the self-educated wo/man; a self-indoctrinated person, I would argue, cannot exist.

It may be objected, of course, that one could engage in a study that was so narrow that one could become self-indoctrinated, but this, I would argue, is really a form of what might be called ‘learning through vicarious teaching’.  The thing about the self-educated wo/man, is that through reflection, thought-experiments, personal experience, empirical research, s/he will come to hold beliefs which, prima facie, seem to be independent of the beliefs of others.  That is, it seems that educated people come to believe certain things autonomously and in virtue of being educated, which is never the case with indoctrination.  I think there is a truth to this and is probably the result of a sort of dispositional stance educated people acquire in becoming educated, but I now want to argue that the very notion of epistemic independence, in the ‘deep’ sense of that concept, has no purchase, even in the case of education.  If the educated wo/man sees further, it is, as Isaac Newton noted, because he stands on the shoulders of giants; beliefs, even new ones, don’t occur in epistemic vacuums.  I hope the truth of this claim will become apparent as this paper unfolds.

Since the publication of C.A.J. Coady’s book, Testimony – a philosophical study
 in 1992, epistemologists have given more attention to the rôle of testimony as a source of knowledge and justification of beliefs.  It has not always been so.  In the opening chapter of Testimony, Coady writes:

Plato (relies) upon some sort of ‘obviousness’ about testimony’s not being a source of knowledge and about its inferiority…to perception.  Subsequent thinking about knowledge, at both the casual and the philosophical level, has been for the most part remarkably consistent with this intuition; either it has ignored testimony altogether or it has been cursory and dismissive.  Modern epistemologists tirelessly pursue the nature and role of memory, perception, inductive and deductive reasoning but devote no analysis and argument to testimony although prima facie it belongs on this list.

A review of journal articles over the last ten to twelve years (i.e., since the publication of Coady’s book), however, shows that this situation has been redressed.  Epistemologists have become interested in testimony and analyses of its place in theory of knowledge now abound.  If a leitmotif can be found amidst this literature, it seems (not unsurprisingly) that the focus has been on the question of whether or not testimony provides good grounds for claims to know.  In this paper I will iterate arguments that testimony does justify claims to know, but also want to go further and argue that testimony is our primary source of knowledge.

Epistemic Dependence and Testimony

Epistemic Dependence and Testimony are not one and the same thing.  Let us distinguish between the two.

Audi,
 following Coady, distinguishes between Formal Testimony and Informal Testimony
 - both see Formal Testimony as that which occurs in courts of law and semi-legal contexts, whilst Informal Testimony is that which occurs in our day-to-day epistemic practice of telling others what we believe to be the case.  Coady opens his analysis of I.T. (or, as he would have it, Natural Testimony – see footnote 5) thus:

(N)atural testimony…is to be encountered in such everyday circumstances as exhibit the ‘social operations of mind’: giving someone directions to the post office, reporting what happened in an accident, saying that, yes, you have seen a child answering to that description, telling someone the result of the last race or the latest cricket score.  In all such situations we have a speaker engage in the speech act of testifying to the truth of some proposition which is either in dispute or in some way in need of determination and his attestation is evidence towards the settling of the matter.

Audi expresses it as follows:

For the casual giving of information, say in telling someone where one was last night, ‘testimony’ is a heavy term.  We could speak of ‘informing’, but this is too narrow, both in suggesting a prepared message (as in ‘Yesterday she informed me of her intention’) and in (normally) implying its truth.  We might regard all testimony as a kind of saying, but not all saying – even apart from what is said in fiction – is testimony.  Someone who says, ‘Ah, what a magnificent tree!’ is expressing a sense of its magnificence, but not giving testimony that it is magnificent.

As a broad rubric for the oral or written statements that concern us, I propose attesting.  This covers both formally testifying that something is so and simply saying, in the relevant informational way, that it is so.  It also captures the idea of saying something to someone.  Testimony is always given to one or more persons
…

We note, then, that both Coady and Audi, in saying what counts as testimony, use the verb to attest.  I think this is useful, for it connotes that the speaker is making a claim about the world which s/he takes to be true and in attesting, one offers such a claim to others with the further belief that they (i.e. the auditors) will accept that one’s claims about the world are true.  I suppose, as an aside, this is why lying is viewed as so problematic, for lying violates what Reid has called the principle of credulity,
 namely, our (human) tendency to operate on the assumption that the attestations of others are faithfully given and generally, can be relied upon.

George Campbell, in his response to Hume also makes use of the principle of credulity by rejecting the Humean view that we accept testimony because our direct experience of the world tends to confirm that the world is (generally) as others say it is.

Campbell's opening move against this argument is to reject Hume's premiss that we believe testimony solely on the basis of experience. For, according to Campbell, there is in all of us a natural tendency to believe other people. This is not a learned response based on repeated experience but an innate disposition. In practice this principle of credulity is gradually finessed in the light of experience. Once testimony is placed before us it becomes the default position, something that is true unless or until proved false, not false unless or until proved true. The credence we give to testimony is much like the credence we give to memory. It is the default position as regards beliefs about the past, even though in the light of experience we might withhold belief from some of its deliverances

This ‘principle of credulity’ may even bear the weight of a naturalistic explanation.  An evolutionary psychologist, for example, may not find it at all surprising that the default position for social creatures like us is to believe what we are told.  It may be that one’s survival depends on it.  Further, the Philosopher and Cognitive Scientist, Andy Clark, whose research interests lie in Artificial Intelligence has noted that an intelligent machine would be one that acted on beliefs whose truth value had not been determined.  If a machine only acted on that which was certain, Clark, argues, it would never act, for it would spend all its time checking its assumptions.  It seems, then, that a ‘principle of credulity’ may even be a necessary characteristic of an intelligent machine, rather than some kind of epistemic weakness.

Coady argues that if we accepted testimony as grounds for knowing only because our own direct experience of the world tended to confirm that what others say is generally true, we would be caught in a vicious circularity.

Evidently then, the R.T. (Reductionist Thesis) as actually argued by Hume is involved in vicious circularity, since the experience upon which our reliance upon testimony as a form of evidence is supposed to rest is itself reliant upon testimony which cannot be reduced in the same way.  The idea of taking seriously someone else’s observations, someone else’s experience, already requires us to take their testimony…equally seriously.  It is ludicrous to talk of their observations being the major part of our justification in taking their reports seriously when we have to take their reports seriously in order to know what their observations are
.

As I hope to show in this paper, the circulatory of which Coady speaks underwrites my argument: if one’s experience of the world and one’s ability to make sense of it depends on the testimony of others, it cannot be one’s experience of the world that confirms the veracity of the testimony of other people.

And while Wittgenstein is arguing a different point, he too, thinks (along with Reid) that we accept the testimony of others as fundamental starting position, for if we didn’t, we simply couldn’t proceed to build a picture of the world.

I am told, for example, that someone climbed this mountain many years ago.  Do I always enquire into the reliability of the teller of this story, and whether the mountain did exist years ago?  A child learns there are reliable and unreliable informants much later than it learns facts which are told it.  It doesn’t learn at all that that mountain has existed for a long time: that is, the question whether it is so doesn’t’ arise at all.  It swallows this consequence down, so to speak, together with what it learns. [italics all Wittgenstein’s]

There are a number of other salient features of testimony which we need to note and I offer Coady’s analysis in summary.

First, (and following Austin
) Coady argues that testimony is a speech act and as such, its standing as evidence is to be found in its illocutionary force.
  He argues that testifying, like promising, is a category of commitment – promising commits one to some state of affairs in the future, testifying  commits one to some state of affairs that exists.  One who testifies must be “seen as providing evidence for the truth of the relevant proposition p…”

Second, Coady argues that a person who testifies must be in a position to speak in an informed way on p.  T must, in some sense, be an authority with respect to p.  When T states that p, the auditor, S, infers that T believes that p.  This is a crucial factor in Coady’s analysis.  When I ask a stranger what the time is, and I see him look at his watch, I infer that because he looked at his watch he is an authority with regard to the time in a way that I am not (given the absence of my watch).

Third, Coady argues the testimony which is offered must occur in a context where p is at issue or is not known by the auditor.  T’s stating the time to S is not testimony if S already knows the time.  Testimony is only testimony in those circumstances where evidence is required with regard to a disputed or unknown state of affairs.

Finally, I note that Coady recognises that a person can (unintentionally or intentionally) testify to that which is false, but, he argues, this does not mean that the testimony fails as evidence.  He believes, then, that T’s testimony that p is the evidence, e, which sanctions S’s belief that p, including those cases when, in fact, it is the case that not-p.

We take it then, that testimony is a speech act which attests to some state of affairs.  Testimony is only offered when the speaker believes the auditor does not know that the purported state of affairs exists.  Testimony also operates as evidence.  That is, when we believe what we are told, our grounds for believing are that we have been told.  On this point, Reid, Campbell, Wittgenstein, and Coady all seem to disagree with Hume, who (as intimated above) argued that we believe what we are told because testimony tends to be supported by our own direct observation of the world.  This is what Coady calls the Reductionist Thesis.  It seems to me also that Hume was wrong in this view and for the reasons put up by Wittgenstein and Coady.  To accept the Reductionist Thesis condemns us to a vicious circle; we must begin somewhere if we are going to make sense of the world and we begin by believing what we are told.  My experience of the world is, itself, meaningful in virtue of the testimony of others.  We all have to begin building our doxastic structures by believing what we are told.

This analysis of testimony, however, does not distinguish it from epistemic dependence.  Epistemic dependence always involves testimony, but testimony does not always involve epistemic dependence.

When our reason (grounds) for believing something, say p, is the say-so or attestation of someone else, then, we may say that we are epistemically dependent on the person who has told us that p.  When the object of our belief, p is held in virtue of another’s attestation that p, then we are epistemically dependent.  In some cases, however, we are able to become epistemically independent, with respect to p.  If, for example, Jones tells me that Black is migrating to England and I believe this as a consequence of Jones’ attestation to this state of affairs, I am epistemically dependent on Jones and this is also a case of testimony.  Later, however, when I ask Black to confirm that he is migrating to England, then, I will have ceased to be dependent on Jones’ testimony with respect to Black’s migratory plans – I’ve checked it out for myself and have become epistemically independent
.  This fact, however, does not ‘cancel’ Jones’ testimony, though I am no longer epistemically dependent on Jones.

We note, however, that there are things we believe as a consequence of testimony which have the epistemic status such that we can never, in principle, be epistemically independent with respect to the object of the testimony.  Testimonies about private states of mind and past events, for example, cannot be verified by the auditor’s direct observation or unmediated experience.  In these cases we have no choice but to rely on the testimony of others as providing our only grounds for believing.  There are other cases in which we are epistemically dependent where it is possible, in principle, for us to become epistemically independent, but it is unlikely that we will ever be in a position to do so – here I am thinking of cases where we rely on the knowledge of experts and specialists in various fields of human endeavour and where it would be completely impracticable for us to acquire the knowledge and understanding held by the expert in order for us to verify what we have been told.

I now, however, want to argue that there is another sense in which the relationship between testimony and epistemic dependence is such that we can never be epistemically independent, if that notion (i.e. the notion of epistemic independence) suggests some kind of epistemological autonomy such that we can know as a consequence of our own direct perception of the world, if that purported perceptual knowledge is held to arise outside of our first having acquired language.

Let me first state, as clearly as I can, what I am not saying.  I am not arguing that perceiving the world is impossible without language.  I take it as axiomatic that knowing (as against perceiving) entails believing and that believing entails the ability to form propositions.  Kant showed (I think convincingly) that we can only make sense of the ‘pouring in of sense experience’ if we come into the world able to order and ‘codify’ that experience, if we are able to bring what we experience through our direct apprehension of the world under the ordering of the Categories.
  The world that we ‘see’, the world that is understood, is seen, is understood by us and therefore, we see it as we are and not how it is, in itself.  This was Kant’s seminal distinction between the noumenal and phenomenal.  “(T)he whole nature of the world as we experience it is dependent on the nature of our apparatus for experiencing, with the inevitable consequence that things as they appear to us are not the same as things as they are in themselves
.” [Magee’s italics]  This Kantian discovery is also neatly expressed by McCutcheon when she writes:

Kant’s transcendental conditions of subjectivity are the rules of the understanding which must be presupposed if knowledge is to be possible.  Any intelligible judgement we make accords with the conditions of intelligibility and these are conditions in our thinking, not conditions of nature.

This is the first step.  We do not merely perceive, we perceive as, and what we perceive is determined by the kind of apparatus we bring into the world – understanding this was Kant’s great achievement.  But, for most of us, we don’t merely arrive in the world only to be abandoned.  Most of us arrive in, and remain in, communities where we are spoken to from the moment of our first breath, and in consequence we enter into what Wittgenstein called a ‘form of life’; and what Reid (I believe with same notion in mind) called ‘social operations of mind’
.  We enter a practice such that we continue to perceive alone, but believe together.  A father watches his young daughter unwrap a present.  She points to the paper and says: “What colour dis?”  “Don’t you know what that colour is(?), that’s purple.”  “Pupple,” repeats the child.  “That’s right,” says her father, “that’s purple
.”  Now the child perceives the colour of the wrapping paper alone and independently.  Her father’s testimony, however, has laid the foundations of a new belief, this is purple.  The child believes that p as a consequence of her father’s testimony; further, she is epistemically dependent on him with respect to her belief, and if we think about her new belief, ‘this is purple’, what would it mean for her to be epistemically independent?  When old enough she could go and ask ten other people, or a million other people ‘what is this colour?  Would this make her epistemically independent?  There is no way that she can step outside of her community of (epistemic) practice, the community of shared beliefs, of shared concepts.  In twenty years time when this child tells a nurseryman she is looking for a particular purple flower she saw in someone’s garden the previous day, do we say that she knew it was purple because she perceived it directly?  Well, ‘yes’ and ‘no’.  We accept that she saw it, but with respect to her belief that what she saw was a purple flower, we must conclude that her belief that ‘this is purple’ is one which she holds in virtue of someone else’s testimony (twenty years earlier) and further, it seems that there is no way in which she can be epistemically independent with respect to this belief.  In fact, whatever the term ‘epistemic independence’ actually means, it seems that that notion itself has no application within the context of the acquisition and formulation of beliefs.  If it has any application at all, it is a superficial or trivial one, as in the example given above of Black’s plans to migrate.  At a deeper level no-one is epistemically independent.  We are immersed within a community of believers who testify to us, who tell us how the world is, or at least, how they believe it is, and in order for us to get on, as it were, we must accept their testimony and come to share their world-view.

I think Wittgenstein’s insight, with respect to the above, was the realisation that this practice was not merely to do with our coming to believe, but that this practice had even more profound implications – namely, it was what made meaning possible.  Whatever ‘meaning’ means, it cannot be understood outside of our linguistic practice.  Whenever I ask for the meaning of a word, what I am told will presuppose a language in which the meaning can be presented, it will presuppose that I am a being capable of receiving such explanations, it will presuppose that I am a language user, it will presuppose that I already believe certain things about the world and how it works, and it is the compilation of these practices and capacities that arise out of my operation within a community that functions upon shared beliefs.  Hence, I am epistemically dependent to such an extent that even my ability to understand what meaning means is founded on my acceptance of the testimony of others and my immersion in an epistemic community.  To this extent, then, I live in an interpreted world.  I come into the world capable of ordering my experience, I have a priori understandings.  I understand negation, causal relations, unity, plurality, limitation, etc and I have these understandings in virtue of being the kind of being I am.  These I possess independently of others.  But upon these a priori ‘filters’ I grow and emerge within a community that speaks to me and tells me how the world is, and their beliefs about how the world is were acquired from those who went before them.  What arises here is a web of epistemic interdependence whose interrelations and complexity is breathtaking, yet it is a web which establishes my epistemic co-ordinates, it enables me to orient myself in the world, but I cannot step out of this web of belief and come to know anything outside of the shared beliefs and understandings of my fellow human beings.  Thus, I am not only limited to seeing the world in terms of my biological structure as a human being, but I am also ‘condemned’ to see the world through the lens of a set of beliefs which have emerged within a vast and complex practice of testimony.  I am epistemically dependent on others.  As I learn, I come to reject the testimony of some, but when I do this, on what grounds do I reject it?  What are the foundations of my beliefs?  All my beliefs are founded on testimony.  It seems to me that I reject the testimony of some because I have come to believe that they are unreliable, or that their attestations do not cohere with my other beliefs, or that their attestation is incoherent (in the sense of being logically inconsistent), or even, that their attestation does not correspond to my own direct observation of the world.  But in all these cases, my grounds ultimately are reduced to ‘other beliefs’ I have, and so it seems that I operate within a kind of epistemic closed loop.  My only ‘salvation’ is to acknowledge that this is the way it is, but this too is a belief.  If there are such things as non-propositional beliefs, then even these will be ‘held’ (whatever that might mean) as a consequence of the ‘right ordering
’ of my experience, and by that, I mean to refer again to Kant – such beliefs will be a consequence of the way in which human beings are structured, a structure which enables our apprehension of the world.  McCutcheon writes:

Necessity becomes a grammatical affair for Wittgenstein: concepts are neither grounded in mind nor matter but are operative in contexts of behaviour and practice and beyond that, there is nothing more to be said.  Their necessity is just their place in our practice.

Education as Testimony

I do not, here, want to undertake yet another conceptual analysis of the concept of education.  Nor do I want to survey the myriad of largely successful attempts made by others to say what education is, particularly over the last forty years.  It seems to me that beginning with Dewey, and moving on to the so-called London School, a vast and important amount of philosophical work has sufficiently dealt with the concept of education.  None the less, before proceeding here, I will note again certain matters which I take as ‘settled’ with respect to education.

1.  Education involves the transfer of knowledge from one person to another.

2.  Education involves the transfer of knowledge that is held to have value – either intrinsic value or instrumental value.

3.  Education is a process – people are not born educated; it is a teleological concept that aims at certain ends.

4.  Education is a concept that can be applied in both a task and achievement sense.

5.  Education involves teaching and learning.

6.  Education can be both formal and informal – it is ‘formal’ when the task of educating is carried out in institutions which are licensed by communities, administered under the law of the land, and are funded by communities.  It is ‘formal’ when those who have met the standards set by these institutions are credentialed and where those credentials ‘carry weight’, as it were, within the community that licensed them.  It is informal in that education can occur in non-formal settings.

7.  Education involves initiation into a way of life, a life that a given community sees as worthwhile, and this initiation underwrites and contributes to the very development of mind itself.

With respect to the idea of seeing education as testimony, it will be useful, to quote R.S. Peters at some length:

A child is born with a consciousness not as yet differentiated into beliefs, purposes, and feelings.  Indeed it is many months before consciousness of his mother as an entity distinct from himself develops.  His ‘mind’ is ruled perhaps by bizarre and formless wishes in which there is no picking out of objects, still less of ‘sense-data’, in a framework of space and time, no notion of permanence or of continuity, no embryonic grasp of causal connection or means-ends relationships.  The sequence of children’s questions – ‘What is it?’, ‘Where is it?’, ‘When did it happen?’, ‘Why did it happen?’ mark the development of this categorical apparatus.  The differentiation of modes of consciousness proceeds pari passu with the development of this mental structure.  For they are all related to types of objects and relations in a public world.

…In the history of philosophy Kant rightly achieved fame for outlining this structure of concepts and categories by means of which order is imposed on the flux of experience; this he attributed to an active reason at work in the experience of all individuals.  Later on, in the early part of the twentieth century, the psychologist Piaget, much influenced by Kant, labouriously mapped the stages at which these concepts and categories develop.  But neither of these thinkers speculated about the extent to which the development of mind is the product of initiation into public traditions enshrined in a public language…The objects of consciousness are first and foremost objects in a public world that are marked out and differentiated by a public language into which the individual is initiated.  The learning of language and the discovery of a public world of objects in space and time proceed together.

Education involves the transfer of knowledge, one person to another.  If one accepts, pace Gettier, that knowledge is Justified True Belief, then knowledge is a species of belief.  This ‘transfer’ of knowledge and belief occurs through testimony.  We may say that the process of educating begins, for the individual, at the moment of birth and so whilst it is not a part of the logic of the concept of education to say that it involves an epistemic relationship between older and younger members of a community, it seems contingently true to say that the first stages of education do involve older members of a community telling younger members how the world is.  When educating does not involve an age differential, it always involves an epistemic differential.  Even when education is viewed in terms such that the relationship between teacher and learner appears to have a less obvious epistemic differential, as in the more dialectical models of teaching and learning as they occur between supervisor and higher degree candidates, there still remains a fundamental dimension such that the teacher is held to know and understand more than the student.  This does not preclude the possibility of a student teaching his teacher, but even then it is the student who has become the teacher and the teacher has become the student.  For that is what these terms mean.  In order for T to educate S, T must, at the very least, know something S does not know.  This ‘epistemic transaction’ can only occur through testimony, for this is the only means which we, as humans have, of sharing our beliefs with each other.  I want to argue that when this sharing of beliefs occurs in an educational context, there are many matters epistemological at work, matters such as the rôle of pedagogical authority and the rôle of trust in epistemic transactions.  And as previously noted, testimony can only be testimony, when the auditor does not know (or believe) that p.

I noted above that when testimony is at work, we find that one person tells another ‘how the world is’.  If this is done sincerely, then, when someone tells another how the world is, s/he intends to convey that which is true; s/he intends to say what is real, what is reality.  When this ‘saying’, this attestation is accurate, then testimony involves the transfer of knowledge, for if there is a resulting belief in the auditor, then, according to our earlier analysis of the concept of testimony, we have fulfilled the conditions for the application of the concept of propositional knowledge; S believes that p, S is justified in believing that p, and it is true that p.  We can, and do, come to know in virtue of another person’s say-so.  In the early stages of our lives we must begin by taking this attestation as true, in fact, we never entertain any questions as to the veracity of what we are told; we do not, or we would not proceed, we would learn virtually nothing.  “The child learns by believing the adult.  Doubt comes after belief
.”  At this time, we are epistemically dependent and there is no sense in which we could be epistemically independent – we cannot step ‘outside’ what we have been told in order to check and see if it is correct.  I would need beliefs and knowledge to do that, and all my beliefs rest on the shoulders of what I have been told about the world.

Thus, even when I move into more formal processes of learning, of becoming formally educated, I remain embedded in a community of epistemic practice.  If I am a university student, or a Year 12 student at school and my teacher tells me that p, I am now in a position to question the truth of what I have been told and I possess all sorts of intellectual skills for carrying out this checking.  As noted above, I may question the internal consistency of what I have been told, I may be in a position to check empirically, I may have testimonial evidence that is weighted against my teacher’s say-so, I may simply choose not to believe him/her for no reason at all.  In all these cases, however, if I choose not to accept what I have been told, I am still operating in an epistemic mode – that is, I believe, or don’t believe, or suspend either believing or not believing, however, if I am operating as a being capable of functioning in the world on the basis of some epistemic position, then, I am acknowledging my epistemic heritage which has arisen out of the testimony of others.  This is the ‘deep’ rôle of testimony in the formulation of beliefs and a world-view.  It is in this sense that I am epistemically dependent and can never be epistemically independent.  When Magee is explaining Kant he writes:

Physical identity, location in space, location in time, propensity for causal interaction - none of these are concepts derived from experience, nor are they logical concepts: they apply to experience because they are constitutive of experience as such, and must characterize it if it is to be experience at all.  Having this character, they constitute certain knowledge.  So it is they that are the third component in human knowledge that we were looking for: they are what there has necessarily to be in addition to empirical observability  and logical consistency for us to have knowledge of the world around us.  They are the forms of all possible experience.  If we think in terms of the metaphor of catching things in the network of experience, these are the meshes of our nets.  Only what can be caught in them is available to us.  Anything that passes through them untouched will not be picked up by us, and nor will whatever falls outside our nets altogether.  Only what these nets catch will be ours, and only what they can catch can be ours.  What they do catch is a contingent matter, depending on what there is to be caught, but what they can catch is determined by the nature of the nets themselves, and we live permanently with their capacities and their limitations. [all italics Magee’s]

It is my argument that layered upon this fact of our being, there is a second epistemic structure.  It is the tier of testimony, of passed on beliefs about the world.  The acquisition of these beliefs also affects what it is possible for us to know and believe - just as Magee’s (Kant’s) ‘net’ does.  In this sense we are epistemically dependent.

So, then, what is the significance of any of this?  Is the above philosophically important; is it important with respect to what we take education to be?

First, let’s be clear that ‘testimony’, as a purported source of knowledge, has been viewed for much of the history of philosophy as problematic – as noted above and observed by Coady, there has been, since the time of Plato, a general reluctance to afford it a substantive place in providing sufficient grounds for our claims to know.  That is, the problem of testimony and knowledge is to do with justification, with what justifies us in our claims to know.  Our intuition is that our knowing, our coming to know, is to do with ‘seeing for ourselves’, to do with epistemic autonomy, being epistemically independent, coming to know without relying on anyone else.  I have attempted to argue here that testimony not only provides us with good grounds for claiming to know, but that it is the primary source of our beliefs about the world, and that it is the means by which we come to attach meaning to experience.

Second, how ever we are to understand ‘education’, it involves, at the very least, the transfer of knowledge.  It is my argument that we must consider the implications of that with respect to the rôle of testimony, not just in relation to our claims to know, but in relation to that practice we call education.

Paradigmatically, we take ‘education’ to be a virtuous enterprise – what is it that makes it such?  I suggest that its ‘virtue’ lies within the central place knowledge has in becoming educated.  Knowledge, from the time of Plato, was the goal of education; in Plato’s marvellously rich metaphor of the cave, the prisoner who is released from the chains which bind him and keep him seeing only shadows, is led into the light of knowing; this knowing is virtuous because it entailed apprehension of the truth, of reality, even, of ultimate reality – to see the Form of the Good.  Do we dare to believe in such a concept of education today?  Is this what we are about?  Many of us would like to think so.  But if our knowledge is embedded within our testimony, within our claims to each other about the world, in what sense do we, can we, leave the cave?  Are we not locked into a sort of epistemic closed loop?

It seems to me that the centrality and ‘legitimacy’ of testimony, of education as testimony, is that education is fundamentally about the human condition.  It is human beings who form beliefs and have beliefs; when we educate one another, we are, in the end, helping each other to make sense of the experience of being human, of being in the world, even if it is a world which we can only have access to phenomenologically.  Education is about learning to be, it is about the ‘right ordering’ of experience, and yet ‘experience’ may only ever be ‘experience’ if the happenings of this Universe and the way they impact upon us, is understood, made sense of, in some way.  Through testimony, we share our understandings, we enable each other to achieve this ‘right ordering’.  This ‘enabling’ of each other, to enable another to be in the world, is perhaps not only virtuous, but perhaps the only true virtue, the true value of education.

My conclusion, then, is this: testimony is central and fundamental in the formulation of our doxastic structures.  Testimony is a source of knowledge and it is the primary source of our knowing and of our beliefs.  Education, as that concept is applied in both its formal and informal contexts, is testimony.  The virtue of education is not so much that it enables people to be epistemically independent, but that it provides a framework that makes meaning possible, makes the experience of being human possible, makes experience possible, as distinct from mere happenings.  To the extent that education can take us to some place that lies beyond or ‘outside’ of our epistemic interdependence, to the extent that education can take one outside the cave, it is only in the sense that it can lead us to consider the possibility of an ‘outside’, to know that we may not know it all.
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