
Figure It Out For Yourself 

Moral Knowledge and the Limits of Testimony 

 

Overview 

Testimony is a great source of knowledge, except when it comes to moral matters. There seems to 

be something “fishy” with moral testimony: judgments made or actions performed on the basis of 

moral knowledge one acquired through testimony seem to lack moral worth. One explanation for 

what’s wrong with moral testimony is that it can’t give us understanding, and understanding is 
really what morality requires of us. 

 

Thesis: Moral understanding can be acquired through testimony. So there’s nothing in principle 

problematic about moral testimony. 

 
Suit: Sam is standing at the shore of a lake when he sees a drowning child. He believes that saving 
the child would be a good thing to do but it would involve ruining his new expensive suit. He cannot 
decide what to do and there is no one else at the lake, so he decides to call a friend whom he takes 
to be reliable. His friend tells him that he should save the child, and he believes him and saves the 
child. 
 

Bad Testimony 

1) When it comes to moral proposition p, morality demands of us that we not merely know 
that p, but understand why p is true. 

2) One cannot come to understand why p is true solely on the basis of testimony.  

3) Therefore, testimony cannot provide us with an epistemic relationship with p that allows us 
to meet the demands of morality.  

Assume (1) is true. Argue that (2) is false. 
 
 
Why think (2) is true? 
 

i. S understands why p only if S grasps why p and p is true 

ii. S grasps why p only if S mentally represents p, reasons why p, and the relationship between 

p and those reasons (a relational structure) 

iii. S cannot acquire a grasp of why p through testimony: it is something you have to figure out 

for yourself. 

 

But: (2) is false because (iii) is false. 

 

 
 



Acquiring knowledge through testimony: S testifies that p to R. For R to know that p through S’s 

testimony, R must possess background concepts related to p necessary to make sense of that 

testimony (plus conditions of trust, etc.). R’s background cognitive states (concepts and beliefs) 

play a necessary role in coming to acquire knowledge that p through S’s testimony. 

 

Acquiring understanding through testimony: S testifies that p because q to R. For R to 

understand why p through S’s testimony, R must possess background relational structures related 

to p and q (plus conditions of trust, etc.). R’s background cognitive states (mental representations of 

relational structures) play a necessary role in coming to acquire understanding why p through S’s 

testimony. 

 

Don’t Hit Your Brother: Siblings Sarah, Robert, and Tabitha are playing together when an argument 
breaks out over who is next entitled to play with the most desirable toy. Sarah knows that it is 
wrong to use physical force in order to win an argument with her sister: she recognizes that by 
doing so Tabitha will experience pain, and that one causing others pain is not a good thing to do. 
Sarah has not, however, considered the potential suffering of her brother. Not realizing that she is 
doing anything wrong, she hits her brother, causing him to cry and relinquish the toy. Sarah is 
quickly chastised by her mother, who tells her: “It’s just as wrong to hit your brother as it is to hit 
your sister.” 
 

 Sarah understands why she should not hit her brother through testimony: Sarah mentally 
represents a relational structure consisting of reasons why she should not hit her sister, 
reasons that apply equally well to hitting her brother. 

 
 
Don’t Eat Cuttlefish: Sascha has the belief that it’s wrong to eat intelligent creatures because of 
beliefs about the value of intelligent life and gustatory pleasure. While at a restaurant with his sister 
Audrey, he orders the cuttlefish. Audrey is surprised, but then realizes that Sascha perhaps does not 
know that there is good reason to think that cuttlefish are intelligent creatures. Audrey tells Sascha, 
“You shouldn’t eat cuttlefish, they’re really smart.” 
 

 Sascah understands why he should not eat cuttlefish through testimony: Sascha mentally 
represents a relational structure consisting of reasons why he should not eat intelligent 
creatures generally, reasons that apply equally well to cuttlefish. 

 
 
Upshots 
Testimony can provide one with a new doxastic or epistemic relationship with a proposition so long 
as one already possesses the relevant background cognitive states (for knowledge, one needs 
cognitive states required to properly interpret testimony; for understanding, one needs mental 
representations of relational structures). So: if moral understanding is required for judgments and 
actions to have moral worth, this does not represent a normative limitation on testimony. 
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