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Lockean Social Epistemology and Adult Education 
 
Introduction 
Locke‟s reputation as a sceptic regarding testimony, and the resultant mockery by 
epistemologists with social inclinations, is well known. C.A.J. Coady paints Locke as an 
extreme example of epistemological individualism; Frederick F. Schmitt argues that Locke 
regards testimony neither as a source of knowledge nor as a means to justify belief, whilst 
Michael Welbourne, in The Community of Knowledge (1981), depicts Lockean epistemology 
as fundamentally opposed to a social conception of knowledge; that he „could not even 
conceive of the possibility of a community of knowledge‟ (Welbourne: 1981, 303). This 
interpretation of Locke is flawed. Whilst Locke does not grant the honorific „knowledge to 
anything short of certainty, he nonetheless held what we would call „testimonial knowledge‟ 
in appropriate esteem. This can be shown by his careful distinction between testimony and 
mere received opinion. Furthermore, this distinction is dependent upon a knowledge 
community which enables hearers of testimony to access alternative accounts. 
 
In view of this, we can consider Locke‟s Conduct of the Understanding in a new light. In 
many ways an extension of Some Thoughts Concerning Education, the Conduct is 
dedicated to the autodidact adult, directing the learner to reason clearly and well about any 
given area of study. One goal is to render adult students capable of assessing testimony. 
The advice given is social in nature. The student must not limit his study to „one sort of men 
or one sort of books‟ (Conduct, §III). Otherwise, he faces the sort of cognitive isolation which 
would render him a mere receiver of opinion. This epistemic tragedy is comically exemplified 
by Locke‟s country gentleman, cut off from company likely to provide him with new opinions 
or new information, and therefore unable to make reasoned political decisions. The picture of 
Locke that emerges is not that of a dyed-in-the-wool sceptic regarding testimonial 
knowledge, but rather, of a philosopher who formed an embryonic social epistemology 
embedded within a programme of adult education. 
 
Why Testimony Isn’t Knowledge 
Knowledge, in Lockean terms, amounts to certainty. There are two kinds of certain 
knowledge. There is intuitive knowledge, which is the perception of the immediate 
agreement or disagreement of ideas; for example, that black is not white. This is the most 
certain and clearest form of knowledge. There is also demonstrative knowledge, which is the 
perception of the agreement or disagreement of ideas, but via one or more intervening 
proofs, as might be the case with a mathematical equation. 
 
Since certainty is extremely rare, we are largely dependent on the „twilight state‟ of 
judgement (Essay IV, XIV, §3). Judgement consists in assessing the probability of a 
proposition being true. Like knowledge, probability involves the perception of the agreement 
or disagreement of ideas via intervening proofs, but proofs “whose connexion is not constant 
and immutable”. Nonetheless, their connection is frequent or reliable enough for us to judge 
the truth or falsity of the proposition (Essay, IV, XV, §1).  For example, a student who does 
not understand the mathematical proof which shows that the angles of a triangle always add 
up to 180 degrees, might instead rely upon his mathematics  teacher‟s testimony.  After all, 
from prior experience he knows her to be competent, and she has no reason to lie. His 
mathematical education would be improved, if he understood the proof independently. Locke 
might accuse the student of  „Laziness, Unskillfulness, or Haste‟ (Essay, IV, XIV, §3) for 
deliberately choosing mere testimony when he could have certainty, but would nonetheless 
acknowledge that this lazy, unskilful student has good reason to believe that the angles of a 
triangle add up to 180 degrees.  
 
In a sense, then, Locke is sceptical of the capacity of testimony to produce knowledge. 
Where there is a choice to be made, it is preferable to attain certain knowledge than to rely 
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on testimony. This claim is neither extreme nor contentious. Yet since certain knowledge is 
so narrow in scope, our primary epistemic goal is to improve our judgment. The pertinent 
question, then, is not whether testimony can lead to knowledge; but whether beliefs can be 
justified by testimony.  
 
Can Testimony Justify our Opinions? 
The standard interpretation of Locke as a sceptic regarding testimonial knowledge is, I 
believe, based on a failure to recognise the significance of a distinction within Locke‟s work 
between testimony and received opinion. Consider the following passage, from which the 
usual interpretation of Locke on testimony is drawn:  
 

The floating of other men's opinions in our brains, makes us not one jot the more 
knowing, though they happen to be true. What in them was science, is in us but 
opiniatrety; whilst we give up our assent only to reverend names, and do not, as they 
did, employ our own reason to understand those truths which gave them reputation. ... 
In the sciences, every one has so much as he really knows and comprehends. What 
he believes only, and takes upon trust, are but shreds... Such borrowed wealth, like 
fairy money, though it were gold in the hand from which he received it, will be but 
leaves and dust when it comes to use. (Essay I, III §24) 

 
The standard interpretation of this passage, embraced almost universally by commentators 
on Locke, runs roughly as follows. We gain our knowledge through experience. When we 
believe something because of what we have heard from a testimonial source, we are reliant 
not on our experience but on the experience of the speaker. Yet the speaker can no more 
pass on their knowledge than they can pass on their actual experience. Therefore, the 
listener gains no knowledge from testimony. Welbourne (1981) contrasts this to his own 
theory that „knowledge is essentially commonable… that it is capable of being transmitted 
from one person to another via speech or writing‟ (Welbourne 1981: 303), and applies a 
reductio ad absurdum. Surely, he argues, this would mean that it is impossible to know that 
the Persians were defeated at Marathon, since we would merely be assenting to „the 
reverend name of Herodotus‟ (Welbourne 1981: 302). 
 
This interpretation of the passage is understandable. However it is vital to note that this 
passage actually makes no mention of testimony. Locke is describing „the floating of other 
men‟s opinions in our brains‟, which are „taken on trust‟, since the reader has not „employed 
their own reason‟. This is not how Locke characterizes testimony elsewhere. Instead, it is 
how he characterizes its poor relation, „received opinion‟.  
 
What then, is received opinion, and how does it differ from testimony? We meet the concept 
in the Essay, where Locke warns us that „giving up our assent to the common received 
opinions‟ is a wrong measure of probability, which keeps a great many people in ignorance 
or error. (Essay, IV, XX)  The assumption that an opinion which is shared by our friends, or 
our country, or the members of our profession, will necessarily be true supposes falsely that 
„honest or bookish men could not err; or truth were to be established by the vote of the 
multitude‟. (Essay, IV, XX) We meet a similar warning in the Conduct. Listing several 
„miscarriages of reason‟, Locke criticises those who seldom reason for themselves but 
instead „do and think according to the example of others … for the saving of themselves the 
pain and trouble of thinking and examining for themselves‟ (Conduct, § III).  
 
If you believe something to be the case simply because one individual has given you 
testimony, or because the majority of some group of which you happen to be a part 
believes it to be the case, then you are in possession of the „fairy money‟ Locke described 
(Essay I, III §24). Yet Locke immediately lists another defect in reasoning, just as 
significant:  
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[There are] those who readily and sincerely follow reason, but for want of having 
that which one may call large, sound, round-about sense, have not a full view of 
all that relates to a question and may be of moment to decide it... How useful it is 
to talk and consult with others...For since no one sees all, and we generally have 
different prospects of the same thing, according to our different... positions to it, it 
is not incongruous to think nor beneath any man to try, whether another may not 
have notion of things which have escaped him, and which his reason would make 
use of if they were to come into his mind.  

(Conduct, § III) 
 
In quick succession, then, Locke makes offers two recommendations. The first is to avoid 
„thinking according to the example of others‟, to stop relying upon them to do your reasoning 
for you. The second is to seek out the opinions and experiences of others when reasoning 
about any given topic, without which you will have woefully limited perspectives on any given 
object of investigation.  
 
Do not think according to the example of others. Yet do not think without the example of 
others. How can these two guidelines not contradict one another?  My answer is this: the 
first calls upon the reader to avoid received opinion, whilst the second calls upon them to 
seek and assess testimony.  
 
Assessing Testimony  
The distinction between received opinion and testimony rests on whether an individual has 
critically assessed the views of others rather than merely accepted them. Those who fail to 
critically assess the views of others will merely gain „received opinions‟, not beliefs justified 
by testimony. Locke lays out what „critical assessment‟ of testimonial sources consists of: 
 

... In the Testimony of others, is to be considered, 
1. The Number. 
2. The Integrity. 
3. The Skill of the Witnesses. 
4. The Design of the Author, where it is a Testimony out of a Book cited. 
5. The Consistency of the Parts… 
6. Contrary Testimonies. 

(Essay, XV, §4, italics mine) 
 
Part of this assessment relates to the cognitive virtues of the witness. Is the witness known 
to be dishonest? This will make us more cautious about believing their testimony. Are they a 
skilful witness? By „skill‟ in this context, we might reasonably infer „the ability to interpret the 
evidence accurately‟. This would require a certain amount of knowledge relevant to the 
context. For example, suppose I arrive at the train station on my way home to discover an 
unusually large crowd of people filling the streets, turning right out of the station. Being 
familiar with my home town, I have the necessary skill to conclude „Ah! There is a rugby 
match this afternoon‟. A less skilful witness would have come to a false conclusion (perhaps 
the music festival is today), or else no conclusion at all. 
 
In the case of testimony from a book, we must consider the „design‟ of the author; the 
purpose of writing the book. If that purpose is to persuade the reader of a particular opinion 
on a matter, they might be guilty of presenting the reader with a unrepresentative account of 
the evidence, which the reader must balance out by seeking alternative testimonies 
elsewhere.   
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Requirements 2, 3, and 4, directly concern the cognitive virtues (or otherwise) of the person 
giving the testimony, whilst 5 concerns the internal consistency of the testimony. (If there is a 
contradiction within the story we can suppose the witness to be lying or mistaken). Thus far, 
then, our evaluation of the testimony has focused primarily on the individual providing us 
with the testimony. However, Locke‟s further requirements (1 and 6) pertain to the existence 
of alternative testimonies. We may have confirmed the various cognitive virtues of our 
witness, but we have not completed our assessment until we have also ascertained whether 
there are contradictory testimonies and how many (we might better say, what proportion) of 
the testimonies available agree with our witness.  Therefore, when receiving testimony, our 
cognitive responsibilities include assessing not only our witness, but also alternative 
witnesses, where they exist. 
 
Welbourne’s Policeman 
With Locke‟s evaluation of testimony in mind, let us turn back to Michael Welbourne‟s 
account. Citing the common recommendation that „if you want to know the time, ask a 
policeman‟ (Welbourne 1981: 304), he claims that whilst his own theory endorses this 
advice, Locke‟s theory rejects it.  Welbourne intends this to be a demonstration of the 
absurdity of Locke‟s approach to testimony. Yet we can see, by reading through Locke‟s list 
for evaluating testimony, that he would regard it as perfectly possible to gain knowledge of 
the time from the testimony of a policeman.  Several of Locke‟s evaluations can be applied 
here.  If one asks a member of the police force for the time, one has already tested the 
integrity of the person giving the testimony, by deliberately choosing an individual who has 
been trained, tested and granted that position of authority. This is of course not a foolproof 
evaluation, but it is a useful evaluation nonetheless. As regards the skill of the witness, in 
this case the ability to tell the time, well, surely Welbourne would not claim that the inquirer 
could know the time as the result of the testimony of a police officer who had no watch? 
 Furthermore, if it was especially important that we knew the exact time, then it would not 
seem strange to ask several people, in order to reveal any watch which was noticeably fast 
or slow; in short, we would seek out alternative testimonies. Admittedly, many people would 
not take this final step; but they would be happy to admit that as a result, their justification in 
believing the time is not as strong as that of a person who had done so. 
 
The Parable of the Country Gentleman 
Testimonial „knowledge‟ (or let us say, justified belief) is possible so long as the hearer of 
testimony performs a critical assessment. However, whether or not the hearer will be 
capable of this is not only dependent upon their own ability to assess the character of the 
speaker and the coherence of their story, but is also dependent upon their access to 
alternative testimonies. It relies, then, on the scope of their studies and the breadth of their 
social interactions:  
 

some men of study and thought, that reason right and are lovers of truth, do make no 
great advances in their discoveries of it…they are very often mistaken in their 
judgements: the reason whereof is, they converse but with one sort of men, they read 
but one sort of books, they will not come into the hearing of but one sort of notions. 
   (Conduct, § III) 

 
Suppose, for example, that I exclusively read left-wing newspapers and watch left-wing 
media. All of my friends have left-wing opinions on issues such as the welfare state and 
immigration. If I meet someone with right-wing views, I tend to feel a little uncomfortable and 
avoid political conversations with them, and perhaps end by avoiding their company 
altogether. In such a situation, I am at an epistemic disadvantage. I may genuinely protest 
myself to be a lover of truth. Yet my judgment is limited because I have limited my company 
and my studies to ideas with which I already agree and people with whom I feel politically 
comfortable. If we are to improve our judgment, then it is not only necessary that we talk to 



5 

 

other people in general, but also and in particular that we talk to others who hold different 
„sorts of notions‟ to ourselves. At this point, Locke moves beyond endorsing testimony to 
emphasising the importance of developing certain social structures. The right social 
structures aid the development of reasoning by providing our reasoning skills with plenty of 
„exercise‟. Locke defines „exercise‟ as interaction with other individuals who are 
knowledgeable (Conduct, § III). This in mind, he sketches a brief hierarchy of human 
reasoning.  A „day labourer in a country village‟ is at the bottom, since he has little 
knowledge and no interaction with individuals who have more knowledge. He is surpassed 
by „porters and cobblers‟ in cities. This is because their lives in the city provide them with 
access to more information through testimony; and also because they are more likely to 
come across various different opinions and different perspectives on a given matter, thus 
giving their reasoning skills more exercise. With this contrast in mind, Locke criticizes: 
 

A country gentleman who, leaving Latin and Learning in the university, removes thence 
to his mansion house, and associates with neighbours of the same strain, who relish 
nothing but hunting and a bottle; with these alone he converses, and can away with no 
company whose discourse goes beyond what claret and dissoluteness inspire. Such a 
patriot, formed in this happy way of improvement, cannot fail, as we see, to give 
notable decisions upon the bench at quarter sessions, and eminent proofs of his skill in 
politics, when the strength of his purse and party have advanced him to a more 
conspicuous situation. To such a one truly an ordinary coffee-house gleaner of the city 
is an errant statesman, and as much superior to, as a man conversant about Whitehall 
and the court is to an ordinary shopkeeper. (Conduct, § III) 

 
This country gentleman‟s judgment is severely compromised. Whilst the gentleman was 
somewhat informed of „Latin and Learning‟, he is geographically cut off from the cities where 
information flows freely (just as the country labourer is). He also deliberately keeps the 
company least likely to challenge his ideas or provide him with new information. Their views, 
their perspectives, are insufficiently different from his view, both in terms of opinion and in 
terms of information, to provide alternative testimonies.  Therefore, when the „country 
gentleman‟ is called upon to make political decisions, he is ill-equipped to do so, and 
inevitably makes them badly. Whilst Locke focuses here (for amusement) on the weaker 
case of a gentlemen who is not particularly interested in developing his reasoning capacities, 
his analysis would also apply in the case of an individual who genuinely was interested in 
doing so. The central point is that the cognitive isolation of the country gentlemen diminishes 
his capacity to reason well and to make appropriate decisions.  
 
If we are to avoid limiting ourselves to „on sort of notions‟, there are two warnings in the 
Conduct that we should heed. The first is to broaden the information to which we have 
access. Do not read only the „one sort of books‟ which address our favourite subjects. Do not 
keep company exclusively with people who share those interests. Embrace such mono-
disciplinarity, Locke warns, and you will find yourself seeing the world exclusively from the 
perspective of whatever field is your obsession. „A metaphysician will bring plowing and 
gardening immediately to abstract notions; the history of nature shall signify nothing to him. 
An alchymist, on the contrary, shall reduce divinity to the maxims of his laboratory...‟ 
(Conduct, § XIX). Secondly, we should broaden the spectrum of opinions to which we are 
exposed. This means being aware of controversies regarding empirically discoverable facts; 
it also means ensuring that you expose yourself to a range of different opinions regarding 
moral, aesthetic, and political values. Only then can we effectively assess testimony; only 
then can we evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of conflicting positions. Only then can 
we trust our own judgment.  
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Conclusions  
Locke stands accused of an extreme form of scepticism regarding testimonial knowledge, 
incompatible with any conception of a knowledge community. On this charge, I have 
protested Locke‟s innocence, insisting that his views are compatible with common sense. 
Admittedly, testimony cannot produce knowledge on Locke‟s account, simply because it 
cannot produce certainty. The deeper accusation, though, is that testimony cannot provide 
any justification whatever for our beliefs. My defence is based on a key distinction between 
received opinion and testimony. We receive opinions passively, perhaps without even 
noticing that we have done so. „Testimony‟, though, deserves the name not because of the 
status of the speaker, but because of the critical assessment on the part of the hearer. Thus 
what to one person is testimony, to another will merely be received opinion. Learning to be 
an assessor of testimony, rather than a mere receiver of opinion, is a key message of the 
adult education that Locke provides in the Conduct. The would-be receiver of testimony must 
expand their company and their studies to ensure that if there are dissenting voices, they 
shall hear them. This account is not only compatible with a community of knowledge, it 
demands it, and creates it. 
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