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PREFACE

‘... s0 we have heard from those who went before
us. . ..” [iti Susruma piarvesam. . . .] - Kena Upanishad

Although knowledge and language have both been at the centre of the
twentieth century’s philosophical preoccupation, neither epistemologists
nor philosophers of language, on an average, have taken more than a
side-long look at the pervasive use of language in transmitting, sharing
and preserving knowledge. Knowing of words and their meanings has
been analysed, but knowing from words has been largely neglected.
The primary purpose of this collection of essays — all written specifically
for this volume — was to remedy this neglect.

Philosophers of different countries, traditions, specialisations and
persuations have, here, come up with different accounts of the undeni-
able phenomenon that sentences spoken or written not only make us
know their or their employer’s meanings but also generate otherwise
unavailable knowledge of historical, geographical, scientific and psy-
chological facts. Every civilised literate person enjoys, through language,
the epistemic bequest of his or her intellectual forerunners. Even the
weapons of rational scepticism against tradition are often handed down
by the tradition itself. Progress of science depends upon and results in
increasing reliance on knowledge already gathered by ohers even when
one is not competent enough to check the sources without further trust
on publicly accepted criteria. Any epistemology which still sticks
to perception, personal memory and reasoning as the only sources
of knowledge is just being blind to the facts of common cognitive
practice.

Both in the West and the East, reasonableness of trusting the words
of a truthful, guileless and competent communicator has been discussed
in great detail by theologians in the context of assessing reports of
miracles and religious experiences. In Indian philosophy, Vedic sentences
were alleged to be infallible and morally binding because they were
believed, by classical Mimamsa to be uncaused and speakerless. Since

vii



viii PREFACE

mistakes creep in a message only through the speaker’s error, lying or
incompetence, Vedic messages were supposed to be immune to mistakes
insofar as they had no speaker. Other pro-Vedic as well as anti-Vedic
philosophers contested this Mimamsa doctrine of authorless texts,
creating a fertile ground of intricate philosophical arguments about word
as a source of knowledge. But in this book we have deliberately avoided
bringing in these theological and tradition-vindicating arguments because
they would have reinforced the prevalent prejudice that Indian philoso-
phies in general, and the topic of testimony in particular are of primarily
religious importance. Thus, this anthology is not concerned with the
issue: Whether Biblical or Vedic sentences count as good epistemic
evidence.

Even the perfectly secular concerns of ancient and mediaeval Indian
philosophers of knowledge and language often fit rather snugly into
the grid of problems set up by contemporary analytic philosophy. The
meaning of proper names is one such area of convergence of interest, and
the relationship between understanding and knowledge by testimony
should be another.

Yet students, researchers and instructors of philosophy with some
exposure to and zeal for comparison between Indian and Western
philosophical arguments cannot fail to notice a certain ring of self-
insulating superciliousness about both the traditions. Armed with their
knowledge of Sanskrit grammar, hermeneutics and logic, the tradition-
rooted scholars of Indian philosophy — whether in Varanasi or in Vienna
— often shun Western philosophical comparisons for fear of distorting the
“text”; and, of course, Anglo-American analytic philosophers squirm
at the idea of tainting the heritage of Aristotle-Frege-Wittgenstein with
any non-Western views, arguments or insights — however relevant,
refreshing and rigorous the latter might be.

The fond hope of the editors of this volume is that this implicit mutual
ostracism will abate to some extent with publications of its kind.

After all the essays of this book were received and some of them
revised, one of the editors passed away, having worked for its publica-
tion day and night through his terminal illness. The surviving editor
wishes to thank the contributors for their immense patience in the face
of the delay partly due to this tragic event. The active help of Professor
J. N. Mohanty, Professor Ernest Sosa and Ms. Annie Kuipers for
expediting its publication is gratefully acknowledged. The thought that
Professor Bimal Matilal would have been so happy to see the fruit of
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his editorial toil come out in the prestigious Synthese Library series gives
me a tragic feeling of fulfillment!

Ancient Vedic culture counted “debt to the chain of enlightened
teachers” as one of the three debts which it was one’s basic moral
obligation to pay back. By promoting this collective endeavour at under-
standing that very process of knowledge-extraction from the words of the
informed communicator through which we incur this enormous debt,
I hope, a fraction of it is paid back.

ARINDAM CHAKRABARTI






INTRODUCTION

“Do you know that the earth existed then?” — “Of course
I know that. I have it from someone who certainly
knows all about it.”

“And it isn’t, for example, just my experience, but
other people’s that I get knowledge from. Now one
might say that it is experience again that leads us to
give credence to others. But what experience makes me
believe that the anatomy and physiology books don’t
contain what is false?”

“What kind of grounds have I for trusting text-books
of experimental physics? I have no grounds for not
trusting them . . .”

— Wittgenstein (On Certainty, 187, 275,600)

“Do not believe in traditions merely because they have
been handed down for many generations and in many
places; do not believe in anything because it is
rumoured and spoken of by many; do not believe
because the written statement of some old sage is
produced. . . . After observation and analysis when it
agrees with reason and is conducive to the good
and benefit of one and all then accept and live up to
it...”
-~ The Buddha (Kalamasutta, Anguttara Nikaya)

1. AUTONOMY: A REVISIONARY EPISTEMOLOGY

The ideal seeker of knowledge in Western philosophy, at least since
Locke, is a lonely figure. He does his job single-handed, finding out facts
about his environment by direct observation, deducing, generalizing, and
explaining on the basis of principles of inference which he has himself
enunciated using his own ‘natural lights’. However handy and plau-
sible a bit of personally unchecked information might be, he would never
take anyone else’s word for it. Language does contribute to his knowl-
edge-gathering enterprise, but only by facilitating the filing system, as
a medium of preserving and processing, rather than procuring, data.

1

B.K. Matilal and A. Chakrabarti (eds), Knowing from Words, pp. 1-21.
© 1994 Kluwer Academic Publishers.



2 INTRODUCTION

Of course, none of us who learnt our first (and second and third
. . .) languages by trusting our natural or appointed tutors and know
most of our Science, History, and Geography from books, actually
resemble this strictly self-reliant epistemic agent. But then, as an heir
to Sextus Empiricus, much of modern epistemology wears its utopian
character on its sleeve. One interpretation of the Socratic disavowal of
knowledge could be that when he applied the strict criterion of knowl-
edgehood to his own cognitive repertoire he found that nothing came
up to those standards. Neither among the specialized scientists of
our times who work in teams and depend more and more heavily on
previously gathered results nor among educated common folk do we
actually find such obstinate refusal to share epistemic responsibility
with fellow-cognizers. Any descriptive epistemology must therefore give
an account of the most pervasive phenomenon of passing on knowl-
edge through spoken and written words. In pooh-poohing testimony as
something we cannot help depending upon because of our gullibility
on the one hand and our epistemic laziness on the other, in ignoring
the role of accumulated (and more or less unquestioned) tradition in
the progress of scientific knowledge, in being reluctant to grant that when
deference to the authority of the expert is in order it is irrational to try
to observe and reason for oneself — mainstream Western epistemology
has been arrogantly revisionary.

Given such cultivated irreverence toward one’s own cultural patrimony
of knowledge, it is not surprising that this “individualistic tradition”
(an oxymoron?) should be unwilling to learn from an alien (= non-
Western) tradition, especially when that tradition is by definition
un-modern! But just as knowledge is not a private property of any one
individual or country, doubt too was not a monopoly of the West. Skeptics
and heretics flourished in India long before the time of Buddha. Nearly
risking a pragmatic self-refutation, the Enlightened Buddha preached
in his last sermon:

Do not trust my words, rely only upon your own light.

Thus, emphasis on complete cognitive autonomy and rejection of
authority have played their part in the complex history of Indian
philosophy of knowledge. It is because some schools challenged the
knowledge-yielding capacity of the utterances of a true-believer that
others got motivated to defend it with an elaborate account of trustful



INTRODUCTION 3

intake of information from language. Thanks to its perennial pre-
occupation with the word, (humanly uttered or supernaturally revealed)
word-generated knowledge has been taken more seriously in the Indian
dialectical tradition than ever in its occidental counterpart. The attitude
of the individualistic theorist of knowledge towards alleged knowledge
from the words of the reliable could be either that of rejection (that it
is not knowledge at all) or that of reduction (that its knowledgehood is
contingent upon its possible reformulation in the form of an inference).
The reductionist approach is naturally commoner than total rejection of
testimony as a source of knowledge. That I know something over and
above the fact that someone is making noises of a recognizable kind when
I hear you utter a sentence of a familiar tongue can hardly be denied.
But, like some Buddhist writers (e.g., Moksakaragupta, of the tenth
century A.D.) and Locke, the individualist could outright deny that
A’s knowledgeable utterance to the effect that p can ever generate in B
knowledge that p is really the case.

There is no relation at all between words and external objects. . . . Merely the speaker’s
intention is conveyed by the words (because trustworthiness is impossible to ascertain)”
- says the Buddhist. (See Tarkabhasa, Oriental Institute, Baroda, 1942, pp. 4-5.)

And Locke matches up his extreme epistemic individualism by the
notorious thesis:

Words in their primary or immediate signification stand for nothing but the Ideas in the
Mind of Him that uses them. (Essay, Book III, Ch. 2, 2)

Although he thus eliminates the possibility of a knowledgeable reporter’s
statement that p making the hearer know that p (rather than know merely
that the speaker thinks and wishes to say that p), Locke does admit that
sometimes words are taken as signs not of the speaker’s ideas alone
but as standing for the reality of external things. Perhaps fearing that
this little concession to descriptive epistemology will make room for
knowledge “at second hand” — he hastens to add that when instead of
the speaker’s own ideas words are made to stand for public objects,
that leads to ‘Obscurity and Confusion’ and that such use of words for
things is really ‘perverting’. For these Buddhists, as for Locke, meanings
are in the mind of the speaker. In India, as well as in the West, this theory
of privacy of meanings has been subjected to vigorous attacks.
According to the Anti-Buddhist Nyaya philosophers of India, words
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must stand for external objects and their objective properties because that
is what we use them to talk about (unless someone is explicitly describing
one’s own mental states). Even when one is using an obviously empty
descriptive phrase (such as “The Rabbit’s Horn”), Nyaya resists the
subjectivistic analysis that the phrase stands for some idea or image in
the mind of the story-teller, because the hearer can have no access to
the meant entity if it is a private mental content. That does not mean
that we need to have Meinongian objective nonentities for our empty
but intelligible words to refer to. The Nyaya epistemologists of language
anticipate a Russellian strategy of analyzing away every empty term until
each of its simple constituents is given a real extensional referent.

In the context of Western philosophy, one has to wait till Frege and
Wittgenstein to find a healthy antidote to this “code-conception of
language” (as Dummett calls it). If sentences stood primarily for an array
of ideas in the speaker’s mind, then, Frege duly warns us, your
Pythagorean theorem would be different from my Pythagorean theorem
(The Thought, p. 28) and language would be just an ineffective substi-
tute for telepathy and, of course, one person could never inform another
person about what happened anywhere in the world except perhaps in the
speaker’s mind. It is Locke’s theory of meaning which is “perverted”
(rather than the commonsense belief that words stand for external objects
and sentences sometimes report facts) because, upon that theory, all
our conversation about politics, travel or sports should be construed
like our confessions to the psychotherapist.

If knowledge of anything beyond one’s own immediately perceived
present sensory circumstances is recognized as possible, it is very hard
just to deny that our knowledge of the remote past and of facts
available only through specialized scientific techniques comes to us
through understood words of authorities, many of whom we do not
have the competence to evaluate for reliability. But this admission by
itself does not amount to a recognition of language as an independent
source or knowledge about the world. Knowledge by testimony may
not be eliminated, yet it could be reduced to some other variety of
knowledge. Our method of extracting knowledge that p from a knowl-
edgeable speaker’s statement that p can be very plausibly shown to be
a kind of reasoning and inferring. This is what the reductionist does.
In the history of Classical Indian philosophy, Vaisesika-philosophers —
by the beginning of the 11th century A.D. - had formulated several
alternative ways of deriving or retrieving the information contained in
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a sentence through a process of inductively supported inference. The
papers by Mohanty and Chakrabarti in this volume rehearse some of those
inferential reconstructions of word-generated knowledge.

This general line was also taken by Hume in his classic treatment
of testimony in the tenth chapter of his Enquiry. Coady and Brittan among
our contributors pay close critical attention to Hume’s reductive strategy.
Our rational trust on others’ words is supposed (by the reductionist) to
be an outcome of a conscious process of balancing between the empir-
ical likelihood of the reported content and the assessed unlikelihood
of the reporter’s being misinformed or untruthful. And, of course, the
assessment of these likelihood and unlikelihood must be conducted by
the hearer on the basis of his own personally gathered inductive evidence.
It is interesting to note that, in an essay called “On Measuring Truth
and Error by Our Own Capacity,” the famous French skeptic Montaigne
recommends a strategy which is almost the opposite of Hume’s:

How many improbable things there are vouched for by trustworthy people, about which
we should at least preserve an open mind. . . . For to condemn them as impossible is rashly
and presumptuously to pretend to a knowledge of the bounds of possibility. (Essays,
Book 1, Ch. 27)

In respecting others’ versions only insofar as one has personally verified
their credentials on each particular occasion of testifying, the reductionist
is, in effect, regarding herself as the sole competent authority.

2. THE PERILS OF AUTONOMY

Whether the individualistic pressure against regarding language as an
independently and directly knowledge-yielding mechanism operates
eliminatively or reductively — the following serious charges can be
brought against any such utopian picture of the trustless self-sufficient
knower.

First, such an autonomous knower cannot use the benefits of advancing
science unless she has a theory according to which knowledge can be
built on the foundation of non-knowledge. Hardwig (1985) gives a
compelling example of a scientific article published in the journal of
the American Physical Society which was written jointly by 99 authors.
No one university or laboratory — let alone an individual — could have
conducted all the measurements of 300,000 interesting events which were
required to establish the results. Many of the co-authors of the article
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would never know how a given figure or a premise required was arrived
at. Some details of the presumed trustworthiness of the test reports would
be too technical for the scientists using the reports to construct an explicit
argument for. Thus the individualist epistemologists’ account will never
be true to the actual practice of scientific discoveries, and much less
so about the nonspecialist’s second-hand knowledge of those discoveries.
As Quinton shows with some subtlety, even the instruments of criti-
cism with which we keep reviewing the tradition are mostly provided
by the evolving tradition itself. To insist in the face of such overwhelming
evidence of epistemic dependence that no doctor can know that a patient
has such-and-such cell-counts in her blood unless the doctor has an
inductive argument for the reliableness of the pathologist and his instru-
ments, etc., etc. — is to commit most specialists’ knowledge to lucky
guesses. Of course, there can be mistakes at any stage. Any knowledge
which is sharable is corruptible too. Most knowledge-claims — if not
all — are defeasible. But to treat testimony as an irreducible and direct
avenue of scientific knowledge is not to deny that utterances could be
false, jovial, or true by fluke.

Secondly, if this autonomous knower sticks to her principle of
‘know-it-yourself’, she cannot make use of any public language even
to preserve or classify information for her own future reference, let alone
for others. Since the only possible languages are public languages, she
cannot use language at all. The following is a rough sketch of an
argument, developed in detail by C.A.J. Coady, for the indispensability
of testimony for language-learning (see Coady 1992, Ch. 9).

To pick up the basic lesson — which word means what — one needs
to accept an on-going practice and take native speakers as habitual
true-believers. After the basic vocabulary and syntactic rules have been
internalized by imitation and implicit inferential processes, much of the
more complex devices of a language are learnt from merely the
instructor’s or parents’ or native speakers’ say-so. However, it is not
merely for the acquisition, but also for the continuing use of language,
that participation in the reciprocal roles of giving and receiving testimony
is crucial. As Michael Dummett points out in his essay in this volume,
a child who has merely learnt to blurt out a description of what he has
seen, without knowing how to react (trustfully) when someone else has
uttered such a description, has only mastered one half of language-use.

Using language entails exploiting other’s committed statement of facts
they have witnessed as extensions of one’s own perceptual capacities
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as well as letting others exploit one’s own utterances in a similar fashion.
The king, goes an ancient Indian adage, sees everything in his kingdom
through the reports of efficient spies.

There is a perfectly legitimate use of the verb ‘to hear’ (noticed by
Moore in his Commonplace Book, p. 362) upon which “I heard that p,
but it is not the case that p” — would be awkward.

What does one lose, one might ask, if the autonomous knower never
learns or uses a language? According to many philosophers, to be
deprived of speech is to be deprived of thought. It is not only a contingent
evolutionary fact that human beings make constant use of language during
their waking life (and in much of their dream life!) but, as the Indian
philosopher of Grammar Bhartrhari insisted, our so-called primitive
perceptual awareness is also ineluctable etched with words. I look at a
blossoming bush and know it to be a Rhododendron because I know
that is what it is called. To lack a language (of some sort) is to lack an
articulated shared view of the world.

Finally, insofar as our detailed knowledge of other minds is almost
exclusively dependent upon verbal avowals — any epistemology which
urges us never to treat a belief as knowledge unless there is a com-
pelling argument or direct perceptual evidence to support it — will have
to commit much of the doxastic basis of our social life to irrationality.
There is no social life without talking (or writing or sign-language).

And there is no talking without telling. To tell, in the standard case,
is to make someone know. A grammatical feature of the verb ‘to tell’
is this: “My wife told me what she wants from the store but I don’t
know what she wants from the store” is nonsense — unless one is reporting
drastic loss of memory. ‘Telling’ — as Zeno Vendler notices — is a factive
verb, especially when it takes a “Wh”-clause as its object. We are
well-advised to be extremely cautious and circumspect in distilling
knowledge about the external world (which it was theoretically possible
for me to procure first-hand) from others’ words, but as far as gath-
ering essential knowledge about the current belief intention or feeling
of my neighbor, lover, boss or colleague is concerned, we just have no
other choice but to presume rather than seek reasons for first-person
authority. We have to take their tellings as tellings of (mental) facts,
except when they clash with one another. Tempered with the coherence
criterion (which also can be relaxed when, for example, we have to
take a dithering or akratic person’s self-description on its face-value rather
than systematically ignoring one side of his inconsistent introspective
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reports) — evidence of testimony is our only guide to the psychology
of each other. The possibility that error might have crept in because
the avowal was deceptive or self-deceptive or my hearing or interpreting
was faulty does not stop me from believing and believing with adequate
entitlement in most cases where I have no concrete reasons to distrust.
A vindicator of social knowledge (like Lehrer, Coady, Michael Welbourne
or the Nyaya school of Indian thought) can thus argue that, in denying
epistemic prestige to directly testimony-transmitted true beliefs, the
individualistic knower is liable to lose science, language and society.

3. THE PERILS OF TRUST

But there are dangers on the other side too! We cannot afford to forget
that, however truth-oriented the institution of telling might be, lies and
unintended falsehoods are told fairly often, not to speak of fictional
tales and jokes. And some tellings hit the truth by fluke. In arguing
implicitly for a kind of presumptive right to take every understood
utterance as knowledge-generated and hence knowledge-imparting, aren’t
we being as naive as Swift’s Houyhnhnms? Austin (Philosophical Papers,
p- 82) has reminded us that telling the truth and believing others is
“the, or one main, point of talking,” but even he would not go all the way
with the Houyhnhnms who argued —

that the use of speech was to make us understand one another, and to receive informa-
tion of facts; now if any-one said the thing which was not, these ends were defeated;
because I cannot properly be said to understand him; and 1 am so far from receiving
information that he leaves me worse than in ignorance. (Gulliver’s Travels, Part 1V, 1V;
my emphasis)

As Elizabeth Fricker convincingly argues, the strong Presumptive Right
Thesis could not be accepted. The ancient Nyaya philosophers built
into the very definition of informative utterance that it has to be gener-
ated by a sincere and communicative authority. But subsequent
philosophers saw the problem that establishment of trustworthiness on
even a single occasion was either a regressive or a circular process. There
is an apparent tendency in post-Gange§a New Nyaya almost to run
together comprehension and acceptance. (J. N. Mohanty in his paper
reacts against this tendency.) A simple truster (who must be just as
hard to find in real life as the radically trustless interpreter) fails to
appreciate the fundamental fact that an assertion is, by the very nature
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of the act, not necessarily true. Even if comprehension or grasp of
meaning (i.e., understanding) has intimate connections with and is often
psychologically indistinguishable from believing in the understood
content we must, it seems, conceptually distinguish between knowledge
of what has been said and knowledge that what has been said is the
case.

Historically, it is correct that many modern interpreters and defenders
of what Julie Jack (in her paper in this volume) aptly christens “The
Uniqueness School” of Indian Epistemology, especially while writing
in English, failed to distinguish between understanding and knowledge
derived from the words of a truth-teller. There is no scope of contro-
versy regarding the fact that it is the latter rather than the former which
is meant by the Sanskrit word “Sabda-bodha.” Thus, while giving an
otherwise competent account of the controversy between the reduction-
ists and the uniqueness-school, Gopika Mohan Bhattacharya (1977)
systematically translates the Sanskrit word “Sabdabodha” as “under-
standing the meaning of a sentence.” This is by no means a minor
confusion! Nor is it merely a terminological quandary. Insofar as “failure
to understand” (apratibha) the opponent’s contentions or argument was
listed as a “case of defeat” in the standard rules of disputation, there must
have been a clear notion of understanding which did not require the
accurate understander to agree with the speaker, or else every intelli-
gent refutation (including the winning ones) would count as a defeat
due to non-comprehension. Some refutations, especially in the late-
Wittgensteinian tradition, take the form of claiming that the target-view
“does not make any sense.” But in standard cases one has to be able
to make sense of a position in order to prove it to be false or even
clearly inconsistent.

The confusion is generated by the fact that the cognition (true or false)
which is supposed to be generated in the hearer when hearing the sentence
“The fish is on the dish” — when all goes well — is simply the aware-
ness that the fish is on the dish rather than the awareness that that
utterance of the sentence meant that the fish is on the dish or that the
speaker believes (and wants me to believe) that the fish is on the dish.

Only the former sort of unguarded and committed awareness would
be called word-generated awareness (“Sabda” = from words, “Bodha”
= awareness), because that is what the words say or the speaker says with
those words. There is room for beliefless or noncommittal grasp of
meaning in Nyaya (see Badrinath Shukla’s suggested alternative accounts
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of beliefless understanding) but such grasp of meaning is called “mock-
awareness” or “make-believe granting” which is due to desire to take
as true what is known to be patently false. Such mock-awareness never
deserves the title of “Sabdabodha.” It is not even a false Sabdabodha,
because an uncommitted awareness cannot even be properly assessed
as “false.” When I ‘get’ the joke about what Hitler told King Herod in
hell - I cannot be said to have a false awareness due to words because
I am not aware that any such dialogue ever happened. I am not even
in doubt about it!

Yet without some clear account of what it is that is preserved by a
correct translation (in a different language) of a false sentence, the Nyaya
theory of meaning looks genuinely handicapped. Unlike the Nyaya
philosophers, who seem to be carried away by the unthinking, unsus-
pecting character of most serious information-transmission, the Buddhists
seem to have been clearer about the gap between getting the message and
believing in it. As we have already noted, they (Buddhists who were
not absolute skeptics) would allow that sometimes from heard words
of a known language we can infer that the speaker wishes to make his
audience believe that what the words mean is really the case. In the West,
on the other hand, knowledge of sentence-meaning could be taken, by
some philosophers, at some time, to be direct: the auditor could be said
to be able to read the meaning immediately off the utterance; yet that
knowledge would never amount to knowledge that what the sentence
means is actually the case. It is at this crucial point that mainstream
Western epistemology of linguistic communication has clung to one piece
of wisdom as beyond dispute: A cannot know that what B said is true
unless A first knows what B said.

Is it possible that the above wisdom itself is a case of being duped
by surface grammar? You cannot come to know that Mary is sick unless
you know Mary. But is “What B said” a singular term and “is true” a
predicate like “Mary” and “is sick” are? The nature of the predicate
“is true” keeps puzzling us as it puzzled Frege, who recognized that it
was meaningful yet strictly non-additive.

The distinction between understanding and sentence-generated belief
or knowledge is, however, not solely based on the above piece of wisdom.
To understand the word “Saddam Hussain” is to know who it refers to.
But knowing (i.e., being acquainted with) Saddam Hussain is neither
necessary nor sufficient for this latter sort of knowledge who.
Analogously, to understand the utterance “Bush will be re-elected” is
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to know what it means. Knowing that Bush will be re-elected is neither
necessary nor sufficient for it. Understanding is knowledge what rather
than knowledge that.

To take Matilal’s catchy example, when the language teacher asks
the student to translate the sentence “You owe me a million dollars” —
the student understands it, i.e., knows what it means without the slightest
tendency to believe (let alone know) that she owes the teacher a million
dollars. What can be more straightforward than this simple distinction
between comprehension and acceptance?

Nevertheless, here as elsewhere in philosophy such an innocuous point
leads to mighty metaphysical constructions. When the beliefless listener
merely understands an utterance, what does she know? When acceptingly,
nonacceptingly, doubtfully, or perhaps without any specific doxastic
attitude — I just know what you meant by an utterance — what is the object
of my knowledge? In answer to this inevitable question we are offered
propositions, meant-contents, possible states of affairs, Fregean thoughts
and other such truth-or-falsity bearers. Such entities, surprisingly enough,
were foreign to the Indian philosophers of language in spite of all the
profundity and sophistication with which they argued about Grammar,
logic, epistemology and poetics. The Grammarian philosophers liked
to distinguish between meanings which ‘exist only in the intellect’ from
meanings which ‘exist in the external world’; but even they would not
claim to have hit upon a third realm in between the mental and the
physical where understandable contents could be lodged (Samvada:
A Dialogue Between Two Philosophical Traditions, published by the
Indian Council of Philosophical Research in 1991, records interesting
exchanges just on this issue). The response of a contemporary creative
interpreter of the Nyaya tradition of Indian philosophy to this idea of
propositional content has been translated from Sanskrit for this anthology
(see Badrinath Shukla’s article).

The problem for a nonskeptical descriptive epistemologist of
testimony is the following: He must give a coherent and credible account
of acquiring knowledge from hearsay which does not confuse uptake with
trust and yet avoids requiring a mandatory inferential passage from
what is said to what is the case.

If knowing the meaning of a true-reporter’s utterance is, thus,
routinely seggregated from getting informed as to how things stand in
the world, it becomes natural to posit propositions as objects of
the former sort of Knowledge. Now, a Nyaya semanticist would be
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temperamentally opposed to such contents intervening between strings
of words and sequences of objects, properties, and relations. The Indian
realists’ reluctance to countenance any abstract objects like proposi-
tions and meanings distinct from the individual speaker’s mental/
cognitive episodes and extensional objects — should not be diagnosed
as a consequence of any nominalistic bias. A staunch believer in abstract
particulars (e.g., unrepeatable tropes like colors, smells, contacts) and
a distinct set of timeless non-particular reals (e.g., substanceness,
humanity, colorhood), a Nyaya metaphysician has no problems at all with
positing non-spatiotemporal yet non-mental entities. Indeed, as a result
of being an object of awareness (even if the awareness proves mistaken)
— upon the later Nyaya theory — an ordinary item of reality acquires a
foisted relational property which has been called “contentness” (see
Matilal’s brief discussion of the Nyaya theory of contenthood in his paper
for the present volume). You can give additional cognitive-relational roles
to ordinary worldly objects in order to account for our non-factive talk
about what something is merely thought to be. But such cognitional roles
are parasitic on actual items of reality which assume them. What the
Nyaya semanticist resists is the admission of a separate realm of self-
standing objectives just to serve as the contents of this pre-acceptance
attitude which goes by the name of ‘comprehension’. Modes of
presentation, for them, should be just modes — rather than independent
constituents of thoughts which can subsist without anyone’s thinking.
Part of the problem could be merely linguistic. English does, and Sanskrit
does not, have ‘that’-clauses, so that the distinction between “the blue
jar” and “that the jar is blue” is sometimes difficult to convey in Sanskrit.
But this difficulty is easily overcome. There is a deep philosophical issue
here which Matilal and Shukla try to grapple with in their papers from
within a Nyaya conceptual framework.

However appealing the uniqueness-school’s case for direct knowl-
edge-acquisition from a “telling” utterance may be (to philosophers like
Welbourne), and however attracted one might feel towards their
Quine-like elimination of Fregean contents, any such account of verbal
transmission of knowledge must explain how we can fail to have
knowledge that p while fully and correctly understanding a sentence
which means that p. Such failure can result in at least the following seven
ways:

(i) S, in saying “A is f,” has lied. H understands and believes him.
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(ii) S mistakenly believes that A is f and says so. H understands his
statement and believes in it.

(iii) S says jovially or fictionally, “A is f.” H understands what S said
and knows it to be non-true (because he gets the joke, etc.).

(iv) S sincerely and truly says, “A is f.” H understands him but does
not trust him or take him seriously.

(v) S truly says, “A is f.” H understands it but is convinced that S does
not himself believe that A is f, although H himself is ready to
take it as true.

(vi) S says, “A is f” when A is really f. By the time H hears and
understands it, A has ceased to be f. By believing that A is f, H
acquires a false belief.

(vii) S falsely believes and states “A is f.” By the time H understands
the utterance and acquires belief that A is f, it has turned true.
So an utterance generated by error generates in its turn a true belief.
Does H know that A is f?

Some of the above cases would be easy for the Nyaya framework to
handle. But as Mohanty would suspect, the Nyaya notion of ‘Prama’ (true
cognition) may be so divergent from the Western notion of “knowl-
edge” — that in the problem cases like (v) and (vii), the Nyaya answer
would be that H acquires a ‘Prama’ — although through a somewhat
inappropriate route! After all, doesn’t GangeSa admit that a talking bird
or a child parroting an adult can give us knowledge? But these differ-
ences of conception cannot just be allowed to sit there as merely
terminological matters. As D. M. Datta (“Testimony as a Method of
Knowledge,” Mind, vol. xxxvi, N. S. No. 143) noted long ago, the
slackness about the justification-condition of knowledge shown by the
Nyaya epistemologist could be due to the deeper point that the question
of justification arises at the level of claiming that one has known (in
the face of an actual or anticipated challenge) rather than at the first level
of knowing. If the attempt to deceive is not suspected, then the deluded
deceiver’s (accidentally true) statement that p will give rise to the hearer’s
acceptance of p, somewhat like the seventh case discussed above. The
cognition processed out of the sentence by H will then be true, but the
ground given on demand of his claim of knowledge will be illicit. If
you believe that there is no knowledge without knowledge of knowl-
edgehood then H does not know that p in such an instance. But
sometimes, the Nyaya externalist insists, truth or in its wake, even
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justification (understood reliabilistically as expistemologically merito-
rious causal lineage), can creep into our belief without our knowledge
just as falsity often does. We shall return briefly to this theme of
epistemic luck in the next section.

Ganges$a discusses the interesting case of coming by a true belief
through an unsuspecting reception of information conveyed by a deluded
deceiver (see pages 284-285 of Mukhopadhyaya 1991). Suppose that
on a Tuesday a cheat mistakenly believing it to be a Monday says “Today
is Tuesday.” If the listener does not suspect him to be a cheat he would
“understand” that today is Tuesday. What he would understand surely
would agree with facts. Gange$a uses this as a counter-example to the
reductive inferential account of word-generated knowledge. As an
inference from the general trustworthiness of the speaker in question it
will be unsound — because the speaker is neither truthful nor well-
informed. Indeed his ill-informedness cancels out the effect of his
deceitfulness! But in order to show that as an inference it is unsound,
yet as a word-generated awareness it is a piece of knowledge — Gangesa
must treat such a case as a case of knowledge.

Recent interpreters of Ganges$a rightfully feel uncomfortable with this.
One of them clearly asserts that Gange$a only regarded such utterances
as true by fluke but failing to qualify as a bona fide “means of knowl-
edge” (Pramana) (See Mukhopadhyaya, 1991, p. 285).

Whether the “Prama” of Nyaya is merely true belief or something
closer to knowledge because of its required causal link with generally
truth-conducive “means of knowledge” — remains a hard and open
question.

4. THE PRESENT PROJECT: BRIDGING TWO AREAS
AND TWO TRADITIONS

The theory of knowledge and the philosophy of language are two areas
which have been immensely enriched in the present century by Western
Analytic philosophers. In some sense, linguists, psychologists and
philosophers have also cooperated to develop an intermediate area of
research concerning the nature of knowledge of a language (take the
debate between Chomsky, Lewis and Dummett, regarding what is it
that we know when we know a language). Some attention has also been
paid to the epistemology of understanding (c.f., Parret and Bouveresse,
eds., Meaning and Understanding, de Gruyter, 1981). But except for
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sporadic efforts (see Bibliography at the end of this introduction), no
systematic field comparable to the thousand years’ Indian Polemics
about the status of word-generated awareness has developed within the
Anglo-American analytic tradition which is exclusively concerned with
the nature, extent, conditions and possibility of knowledge (about the
world) from language. It is this lacuna which our volume intends to begin
to fill.

Wrongly associated with religious faith and irrational credulity,
testimony has been branded by some contemporary writers as “a rotten
way of acquiring belief, and no way at all of acquiring knowledge”
(see Jonathan Barnes’ quotation in Welbourne’s paper in this volume).
Yet, as Strawson argues in his mood-setting little piece in this volume,
perception, memory and testimony are all on a par as independent
foundations for the social edifice of knowledge on the basis of which
even most of our skeptical arguments thrive. Sextus Empiricus’s writings
are replete with interesting snippets from reported science, history and
hearsay — anthropology of his time. Precisely because observation,
memory and word-generated knowledge are interdependent, Strawson
submits, any one of them cannot be reduced to the others. Much of our
adult perception and thought are “powered by the word.”

Now, the connection between thought and talk, between perception
and language, has been a hot topic of discussion and debate in clas-
sical Indian philosophy (see Matilal’s Perception and The Word and the
World - two books which make much of these Indian materials
available in the analytic idiom). But professional analytic philosophers
of the English-speaking world have never taken any notice of this
literature. Of course there have been eminent Sanskritists in the West
over the last two centuries. Also, on the other side, almost every prac-
tising philosopher in India now has been nourished by the ideas of
Russell, Wittgenstein, Ayer and Quine. But the popular image of Indian
philosophy in the contemporary West is still that of a bunch of mystical
religious non-analytic life-philosophies. It is, however, no part of the
purpose of this volume to counteract this elective insulation in general.

When the traditional Sanskrit-speaking scholars (who still carry on, in
India, the indigenous lineage of philosophy of language and knowl-
edge) were for the first time exposed to themes like Russell’s theory
of propositions or Frege’s sense/reference distinction or the problem of
proper names — their creative response took the Western-style ‘philoso-
phers’ of India by surprise. In this book we try to give a flavor of such
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responses through the papers by Shukla (translated from Sanskrit) and
V. Bhattacharya (translated from Bengali). Thus, the second gap that
this volume tries to bridge is between contemporary Western and
classical Indian traditions — because luckily we can still make the latter
speak to live issues through these ‘pandits’ who teach and write in a
method untouched by any Western influence.

Mohanty supplies a basis for this comparative exercise by first
providing a quick overview of the traditionally accepted adequacy-
conditions (as enunciated by ancient Nyaya) for an (oral) utterance to
be knowledge-yielding. Temporal contiguity and mutual expectancy of
the words, the fitness of their meanings to each other are counted as
specially important conditions. Notions like fitness crop up again and
again (e.g., in Matilal’s paper on understanding) in the context of the
rival VaiSesika school’s attempt to reduce testimonial knowledge to
reasoning on the basis of fitness of the meant content or trustworthi-
ness of the source, etc. Mohanty summarizes the Nyaya school’s replies
to such reductive attempts. But he ends in a skeptical vein by suspecting
that the Nyaya theory of verbal knowledge has no satisfactory account
of trustless uptake or, for that matter, of knowledge of the meaning of
a false sentence.

Among post-Lockean Western philosophers, Thomas Reid seems to
have been the most sensitive to what Keith Lehrer has called ‘Social
Knowledge’. Reid held a somewhat Nyaya-like view that we do not need
justification for knowing facts from others’ true reports. We need justi-
fication to distrust them. Lehrer starts his essay by rejecting this ‘strong
presumptive right thesis’. Because perhaps he is committed to the tradi-
tion which takes the so-called “K — K.K” thesis for granted, he would
not grant the status of knowledge to any belief which has been extracted
from an utterance unless the source of the utterance has been tested for
reliableness and reasonableness of largely coherence-based criteria.

Ernest Sosa broaches the theme of comparing testimony with memory
— a theme elaborately discussed by McDowell and Dummett.
(Incidentally, the Sanskrit word for memory — “Smrti” — is also used
for religious texts which were regarded as authoritative sources of knowl-
edge of what should or shouldn’t be done.) He raises the question of what
sort of justification one needs to claim knowledge on the basis of an
unsuspected speaker’s say-so. His answer is given in terms of a system
of “meta-knowledge” or epistemic perspective — sanctioned by which
testimony remains a basic source of knowledge.



INTRODUCTION 17

From the Indian side, next, Shibajiban Bhattacharya supplies us an
enormous amount of information about ancient Indian answers to
questions like: “What does one hear — sounds or words? How is written
language related to the spoken? What are the qualifications that a hearer
must possess in order to be a competent decoder of knowledge from
language?” The most interesting and radical upshot of Bhattacharya’s
paper which examines in great detail some contemporary accounts of
testimonial evidence using formal epistemic logic, is the following claim:
Both the classical J. T. B. definition of knowledge and the thesis that
knowledge requires knowledge of knowledge cannot be accepted together.
Either one of them or perhaps both have to be given up.

Later in the anthology, even Michael Welbourne revolts against the
justified true belief account of knowledge, although his emphasis is
more on the generic distinction between belief and knowledge. What is
fascinating is that an examination of the hitherto-neglected pheno-
menon of handing down knowledge through words throws up such
fundamental challenges to the modern orthodoxies in epistemology!

But the challenges do not go unanswered. An ardent defender of
justificationism, Elizabeth Fricker looks upon all these tendencies to
abolish the requirement of belief-grounding reasons as retrogressive
reliabilist misconceptions. She gives the following vigorous argument
against the Nyaya-like strategy which Chakrabarti defends in his paper:
No hearer can be said to derive knowledge (properly so-called) from
an utterance unless the hearer has grasped the notion of assertion. (Even
Nyaya doesn’t want to depict knowledge-dissemination through words
like automatic indoctrination by an injected magic-potion!) To master the
notion of assertion is to be aware of the possible gap between it being
the case that p and it being asserted that p. One who does not need
any argument to earn the right to believe that p from merely perceiving
that p has been asserted in not aware of such a gap. The simple truster
does not need any such argument (a la Reid and Gange$a). Hence the
simple truster cannot be said to derive knowledge from an utterance.

We have seen before that the ‘uniqueness-school’ which refuses to
reduce testimony to inference has problems with covering this gap
between comprehending and accepting. Julie Jack, who has sympathies
both with the ‘uniqueness’-view and with the knower’s need for reason,
tries to cut a middle ground. She unravels the complex relationship
between getting the message and point of an utterance and the distinct
but intimately related attitude of being ready to believe in the message.
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Acceptance can be reason-based (as Fricker requires) without being based
on any explicit reasoning from bridging generalizations and indepen-
dently established occasion-specific knowledgeableness of the speaker.
Just as the passage from ‘I seem to see a table’ to ‘I see a table’ and
then to ‘There is a table here’ could not be inferential, similarly the
passage from ‘S has asserted that it is raining’ to ‘S has asserted the
fact that it is raining’ — and then to ‘It is raining’ — needs to be reasonable
and undefeated by evidential obstacles but perhaps could never be non-
circularly justified in terms of general premises.

Lockean individualism and the concomitant celebration of conscious
rational control over our epistemic attainments had blinded us to one
obvious fact: We may have some control over our degree of confidence
and our evidential strength, but truth is beyond our control. In infer-
ence-assisted perception, memory, or inference — insofar as there is a
time-lag between the acquisition of the foundation and the claim of the
end-belief — knowledgehood may always lapse. So McDowell recom-
mends an externalist admixture with the basic idea of “good standing
in the space of reasons.” Not only truth, perhaps even justifiedness is
to some extent contingent upon the presumed favorableness of external
circumstances. This concession to the ideas of epistemic luck entails
that whether what one possesses is justified, reasonable, i.e., at all knowl-
edge — or not, is partly outside the control of the knower and left at
the mercy of the world. Given this heavy dose of externalism, it would
be doxastically responsible to pick up knowledge which has been placed
in the putative domain through intelligible expression by any compe-
tent speaker who is not known to be a liar, joker, or habitually
misinformed talker.

Coady, to whom we have already referred above, takes up Hume’s
challenge and argues for the strong thesis that any attempt to justify
our acceptance of what others (scientific experts or eyewitnesses to an
unrepeatable episode) say in terms of our own previous observations is
destined to fail. The full implication of Coady’s argument will be quite
drastic for what I have discussed in the last section on the basic Fregean
wisdom behind mainstream analytic philosophy: You cannot know that
what S said is true unless you know what S said. If, as Coady insists,
all knowledge of meaning presupposes knowledge by presumptive
acceptance, then surely some acceptance is possible without a belief-
free knowledge of meaning, on pain of circularity or regress!

Michael Dummett starts with an incisive analysis of the epistemic
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status of memory-based knowledge. Like memory, trusted words of an
authority (or, as McDowell’s tourist found, of a stray pedestrian who is
assumed to be knowledgeable about road-directions) does not yield new
knowledge but helps preserve knowledge already acquired. If memory
is questioned, an individual loses his past. If testimony is questioned,
the individual disinherits himself from the doxastic resources of society
and along with it loses the very social institution of language. Dummett
would agree with Welbourne that knowledge is “commonable”. One
would expect that the indispensability of testimony will be acknowledged
at least in a discipline like history (besides being crucial to the law-court).
But Gordon Brittan shows that there are at least two types of skeptical
arguments which have been developed against taking testimony on its
face-value by philosophers of history. The “old” skepticism directly
questions the validity of the inference: Such and such document or oral
traditions reads/reports R; therefore, it was the case that R. And of course
it was the point of Nyaya defenders of the uniqueness of word-
generated knowledge that as an inference any such move is quite useless.
In the face of this attack, however, eminent thinkers like Thucydedes,
Hume, and Collingwood defend historical knowledge from reports. But
Brittan is more intrigued by the more radical “new” skepticism which
argues that even the author’s original intentions and beliefs (let alone
the facts which led to those attitudes) can never be retrieved from the
linguistic utterances which survive through history. Brittan takes these
two skepticisms as it were by a single stroke and argues that any global
distrust of historical testimony is inconsistent with the claim that one
even understands what one is questioning. It is not clear what stand
Brittan would take in the reducibility versus sui generis debate but he
categorically asserts that through a generally trustful interpretation of
recorded utterances we can conduct a dialogue with the past which would
be impossible if the “new” skepticism could stand unrefuted.

Saha’s paper gives us a sample of the technical difficulties faced by
mediaeval Indian philosophers of linguistic knowledge regarding self-
referential utterances and quotation. It is the only paper in the collection
which retains the language-specific niceties of a Sanskrit original source.
But the problem has general contemporary relevance. In making rules
involving, e.g., verb-roots, Sanskrit grammarians had to refer to linguistic
elements by using those very linguistic elements. Giving homophonic
names to letters, words, phrases and entire sets of sentences (e.g., a hymn)
created a special problem of apparent equivocation. Thus Saha gets into
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a subtle discussion of the New Nyaya account of grasping metaphor-
ical or secondary meaning (what Matilal translates as “indication” after
the Sanskrit word Laksana”). Here, as in more straightforward metaphor-
ical contexts, the hearer moves from the literal or direct meaning to a
non-literal or metaphorical meaning simply because he takes the speaker
to be talking sensibly and plausibly. But the steps of the passage from
“first meaning” to auto reference or metaphorically extended meaning
are hotly debated. (One should recall here that from the first century B.C.
Sanskrit Grammarians held that words stand for themselves first, because
they would use words self-mentioningly to make rules about them.) Once
again, a comparison with G. E. Moore’s remarks on “Autonymous use
of Words” (Commonplace Book P-167) can help us locate the problem
of Saha’s paper in a contemporary context.

Whether fellow-humans speak of the world as they saw it, or of their
own minds or of their words themselves, words open up other times, other
people, other areas of knowledge to us. Yet currently standard works
on epistemology seldom contain any serious treatment of knowledge
directly extracted out of knowledge-generated utterances except by way
of contrast; e.g., telling us that the printed words inside a fortune-cookie
never yield knowledge!

The obstinacy which makes us deny that epistemically respectable
scientific, historical, social and psychological information is constantly
derived from intelligible statements made by others may also lie at the
root of one culture’s studied refusal to learn from the theoretical
successes and failures of another.

Perhaps the Nyaya insistence on irreducibility of testimony as a source
of knowledge could be eventually proved ill-founded (as the VaiSesikas
otherwise sympathatic to the general Nyaya drift of philosophizing
argued: See P. K. Mukhopadhyaya (1991) — Chapter 9).

But by relieving the cultural loneliness of Western philosophers of
language and knowledge this volume hopes at least to enable each
tradition to learn from the mistakes of the other. Who knows, while
searching for mistakes, one might also find a truth or two.
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P. F. STRAWSON

KNOWING FROM WORDS

No one disputes that much, probably the greater part, of our knowl-
edge is derived from hearing what others say or reading what others have
written. It is also indisputable that much, though not all, of what we
thus hear or read we accept without question as true. In brief, a great part
of our systems of belief rests upon testimony. The question is whether
we are to regard testimony, so understood, as a direct and immediate
source of belief based upon it or whether we are to regard belief so
based as being, in the last resort, essentially the product of other, more
fundamental sources of knowledge, or, in brief again, is testimony, as
a source of knowledge (or belief), reducible to these other sources?

To make any progess with this question, we must clearly enquire
what these other sources might be. What are held, by those inclined to
a reductionist answer, to be the basic source of our knowledge of the
world about us? Perception, memory and inference are the traditional
candidates. But inference, though naturally destined for a role in any
likely reductive account of the contribution which testimony makes,
cannot itself be, in the strictest sense, a basic source of knowledge. For
inference requires premises; and though, in any given inference, some
of its premises may themselves be inferentially derived, the process must,
in the last resort, rest on foundations which are not inferential. This
fact does not, of course, disqualify inference from playing a part in a
reductive theory. It merely indicates that its role must be subordinate
to that of the other members of the cast.

What of the other members? How do perception and memory stand
in relation to testimony as sources of knowledge? Well, even the most
committed anti-reductivist must acknowledge that perception is a nec-
essary condition of the acquisition of knowledge from testimony. We
cannot acquire beliefs from the written word without looking and seeing;
nor from the spoken word without listening and hearing. And a parallel
admission is required in the case of memory. For, first, we cannot retain
knowledge thus acquired without remembering what we have thus
learned; and, second, even the acquisition of such knowledge or belief
requires that we understand the sentences that we read or hear, and this
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in its turn invokes a form of memory, viz. our retention of our acquired
knowledge of the language to which the sentences belong.

It is worth adding a further point. The joint exercise of both memory
and perception is not only a necessary condition of the possession of
all knowledge or belief derived from testimony; that joint exercise may
be a suf<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>