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if we think that we ought to enquire, than we should have been if we indulged in
the idle fancy that there was no knowing and no use in seeking to know what we do
not know; - that is a theme upon which I am ready to fight, in word and deed, to
the utmost of my power.
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Knowledge versus Opinion: Plato, Republic*

The distinction between knowledge and mere
true belief (or opinion) has already emerged in
the previous e).tract. Socrates there talked of
'true opinions which can be aroused by questioning and turned into knowledge'. But what is

the difference between the two? As

Socrates

points out later in the Meno, it does not seem
to lie in degree of usefirlness, for the person who
has a correct belief about the way to get to
Larissa is ;ust as good a guide as one who has
knowledge. But knowledge, he goes on to explain, confers a plus: 'True opinions are fine
and useful as long as they stay with us; but they
do not stay, and they depart from the mind. So
they are not of great value until you fasten them
dovn by working out the reason why, This process, Meno my fiiend, is recollectron, as we
agreed earlier Once they are fastened, they
become knowledge and then they are more per-

manent. Hence knowledge is a finer and better
thing than true opinion, since it is secured by a
chaln'(Meno,9&a I 5). What is suggested here is
that one who has knowledge is able to back up

his opinion by providing a iustification. or an
explanatory account. Only when opinion is
secured by a rational account, only when one
can explain why a given belief is correct, is that
belief entitled to the accolade 'knowledge'.
So far the Platonic account of knowledge
seems straightforward enough. But elsewhere
the distinction between knowledge and belief is
explained in a way which seems to carry far more
complex implications about the nature of realiry
The most famous of these passages is in Plato's
best-known work, the Republic (c.380 ac), where

he gives an account ofthe true philosophers, the
lovers of knowledge and wisdom (who alone,
Plato maintains, are fitted to rule the state). In
the course of the argument, knowledge and
opinion are said to be different powers or faculties, ftom which the (questionable) inference is

drawn that they must have different objects. The

ordinary everyday ob.jects ofopinion can be said
to be what they are (beautiful, or large, or heary
or whatever) only in a qualified sense; Plato puts
this by saying that such objects are somewhere in
between what is and what is rrot But true knowledge, being more stable and permanent, must
relate to what really /.s to obiects that count as
beautiful or large or heavy in an utterly unqualified and unrestricted way, Thus Plato introduces
what have come to be known as the Forms
eternal, unchanging, absolute realities, which are
the true objects of knowledge. These absolute
realities cannot be grasped via the senses, but
are objects of pure understanding: the contrast

throughout the following passage is between
particular visible manifestations or examples of
beauty (or justice or whatever), and the abstnct
notion of'the Beautiful itself'which belongs to a
higher order of reality and which is apprehended
by the intellect alone. As Plato puts it, 'those who
are able to see the many beautiful [objects], and
who yet neither see absolute beauty,.. who see
the many just [objects] and not absolute justice
. . . may be said to have opinion but not knowledgel As with all ofthe Repabllc, the argument is
presented as a dialogue between Socrates and a

sparring partner (in this case, Glaucon). Socrates, talking in the firct person, speaks first.
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I think we must explain whom we mean when we say that philosophers are to rule the
State . . . Some natures ought to study philosophy and to be leaders in the State, and
others who are not born to be philosophers are meant to be followers rather than
leaders.

Then now for a definition, he said.
Follow me, I said, and I hope that i may in some way or other be able to give you

a

satisfactory explanation.
Proceed.

I dare say that you rernember, and therefore I need not remind you, that a lovet if
he is worthy of the name, ought to show his love not to some one part of that which
he loves, but to the whole.
I really do not understand, and therefore beg of you to assist my memory.
Another person, I said, might fairly reply as you do; but a man of pleasure like
yourself ought to know that all who are in the flower ofyouth do somehow or other
raise a pang or emotion in a lover's breast, and are thought by him to be worthy ofhis
affectionate regards. Is not this a way which you have with the fair: one has a snub
nose, and you praise his charming face; the hook-nose of another has, you say, a royal
look; while he who is neither snub nor hooked has the grace of regularity: the dark
visage is man1y, the fair are children of the gods; and as to the sweet 'honey pale', as
they are called, what is the very name but the invention of a lover who talks in
diminutives, and is not averse to paleness if appearing on the cheek of youth? In a
word, there is no excuse which you will not make, and nothing which you will not say,
in order not to lose a single flower that bloorns in the spring-time of youth.
Ifyou make me an authority in matters oflove, for the sake ofthe argument, I assent.
And what do you say oflovers ofwine? Do you not see them doing the same? They
are glad of any pretext of drinking any wine.
Very good.
And the same is true of ambitious men; if they cannot command an army, they are
willing to command a file; and if they cannot be honoured by really great and
important persons, they are glad to be honoured by lesser and meaner people,

-

but honour of some kind they must have.
Exactly.
Once more let me ask: Does he who desires any class of goods, desire the whole
class

or a part only?

The whole.
And may we not say of the philosopher that he is a lovet not of a part of wisdom
only, but of the whole?
Yes, of the whole.
And he who dislikes learning, especially in youth, when he has no power ofjudging
rvhat is good and what is not, such a one we maintain not to be a philosopher or a
lover ofknowledge, just as he who refuses his food is not hungry and may be said to
have a bad appetite and not a good one?
Very true, he said.
Whereas he who has a taste for every sort ofknowledge, and who is curious to learn
ard is never satisfied, may be jusdy termed a philosopher? Am I not right?
Glaucon said: If curiosity makes a philosopher, you will find many a strange being
rill have a title to the name. All the lovers of sights have a delight in learning, and
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must therefore be included. Musical amateurs, too, are a folk strangely out of place
among philosophers, for they are the last persons in the world who would come to
anything like a philosophical discussion, if they could help, while they run about at
the Dionysiac fgstivals as if they had let out their ears to hear every chorus; whether
the performance is in town or country - that makes no difference - they are there.
Now are we to maintain that all these and any who have similar tastes, as well as the
professors of quite minor arts, are philosophers?
Certainly not, I replied; they are only an imitation.
He said: Who then are the true philosophers?
Those, I said, who are lovers of the vision of truth.
That is also good, he said; but I should like to know what you mean.
To another, I replied, I might have a difficulty in explaining; but I am sure that you
will admit a proposition which I am about to make.
What is the proposition?
That since beauty is the opposite of ugliness, they are two?
Certainly.

And inasmuch

as they are two, each of them is one?
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And of just and unjust, good and evil, and of every other class, the same remark
holds: taken singly, each of them is one; but from the various combinations of them
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appear many?
Very true.

And this is the distinction which I draw between the sightJoving, art-loving,
practical class and those of whom I am speaking, and who are alone worthy of the
name of philosophers.

How do you distinguish them? he said.
The lovers of sounds and sights, I replied, are, as I conceive, fond of fine tones and
colours and forms and all the artificial products that are made out of them, but their
mind is incapable of seeing or loving absolute beauty.
True, he replied.
Few are they who are able to attain to the sight of this.
Very true.
And he who, having a sense of beautifi,rl things has no sense of absolute beauty, or
who, if another lead him to a knowledge ofthat beauty is unable to follow - ofsuch a
one I ask, Is he awake or in a dream only? Reflect: is not the dreamer, sleeping or
waking, one who likens dissimilar things, who puts the copy in the place of the real
object?
say that such a one was dreaming'
But take the case of the other, who recognizes the existence of absolute beauty and
is able to distinguish the idea from the objects which participate in the idea, neither
putting the objects in the place ofthe idea nor the idea in the place ofthe objects - is

I should certainly

he a dreamer, or is he awake?
He is wide awake.
And may we not say that the mind of the one who knows has knowledge, and that
the mind of the other, who opines only, has opinion?.
Certainly.
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But suppose that the latter should quarrel with us and dispute our statement, can
we adrninister any soothing cordial or advice to him, without revealing to him that
there is sad disorder in his wits?
We must cerlainly offer him some good advice, he replied.
Come, then, and let us think of something to say to him. Shall we begin by assuring
him that he is welcome to any knowledge which he may have, and that we are rejoiced
at his haying it? But we should like to ask hirn a question: Does he who has knowledge
know something or nothing? (You must answer for him.)
I answer that he knows something.
Something that is or is not?
Something that is; for how can that which is not ever be known?
And are we assured, after looking at the matter liom many points of view, that
absolute being is or rnay be absolutely known, but that the utterly non-existent is

utterly unknown?
Nothing can be more certain.
Good. But ifthere be anlthing which is ofsuch
rvill have

a place

a nature as to be and not to be, that
intermediate between pure being and the absolute negation ofbeing?

between them.
And, as knowledge corresponded to being and ignorance of necessity to not-being,
Yes,

for that intermediate between being and not-being there has to be discovered a
corresponding intermediate between ignorance and knowledge, if there be such?
Certainly.

Do we admit the existence of opinion?
Undoubtedly.
As being the same with knowledge, or another faculty?
Another faculty.
Then opinion and knowledge have to do with different kinds of matter corresponding to this difference of faculties?
Yes.

And krowledge is relative to being and knows being. But before I proceed further I
rvill make a division.
What division?
I will begin by placing faculties in a class by themselves: they are powers in us, and
in all other things, by which we do as we do. Sight and hearing, for example, I should
call faculties. Have I clearly erplained the class which I mean?
Yes, I quite understand.
Then let me tell you my view about them. I do not see them, and therefore the
distinctions offigure, colour, and the like, which enable me to discern the differences
of some things, do not apply to them. In speaking ofa faculty I think only ofits sphere
and its result; and that which has the same sphere and the same result I call the same
taculty, but that which has another sphere and another result I call different. Would
that be your way of speaking?
Yes.

And will you be so very good as to answer one more question? Would you say that
knowledge is a faculry or in what class would you place it?
Certainly knowledge is a faculty, and the mightiest of all faculties.
And is opinion also a faculty?
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Certainly, he said; for opinion is that with which we are able to form an opinion'
And yet you were acknowledging a little while ago that knowledge is not the same
as

opinion?

'

\A/hy, yes, he said: how can any reasonable being ever identify that which is
with that which errs?
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Yes.
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Then knowledge and opinion having distinct Powers have also distinct spheres or

subject-matters?
That is certain.
Being is the sphere or subject-matter of knowledge, and knowledge is to know the
nature of being?
Yes.

And opinion is to have an oPinion?
Yes.

And do we know what we oPine? or is the subiect-matter of opinion the same as the
subject-matter of knowledge?
Nay, he replied, that has been already disproven; if difference in faculty implies
difference in the sphere or subject-matter, and if, as we were saying, opinion and
knowledge are distinct faculties, then the sphere of knowledge and of opinion cannot
be the same.

Then if being is the subiect-matter of knowledge, something

else must be the

subject-matter of oPinion?
Yes, something else'
Well then, is not-being the subiect-matter of opinion? or, rather, how can there be
an
an opinion at all about not-being? Reflect when a man has an opinion, has he not
opinion about something? Can he have an opinion which is an opinion about
nothing?
Impossible.
He who has an opinion has an opinion about some one thing?
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And also to be within and between them?
Yes-
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Then you would infer that opinion is intermediate?
Nt question.
But were we not saying before, that if arything appeared to be ofa sort which is and
is not at the same time, that sort of thing would appear also to lie in the interval
between pure being and absolute not being; and that the corresponding faculty is
neither knowledge nor ignorance, but will be found in the interval between them?
Tiue.

And in that interval there

has

now been discovered something which we call

opinion?
There has.

Then what remains to be discovered is the object which partakes equally of the
nature ofbeing and not-being, and cannot rightly be terrned either, pure and simple;
this unknown term, when discovered, we may truly call the subject of opinion, and
assign each to their proper faculry the extremes to the faculties of the e).tremes and
the mean to the laculty of the mean.
True.
This being premised, I would ask the gentleman who is of the opinion that there is
no absolute or unchangeable idea of beauty - in whose opinion the beautiful is the
manifold - he, I say, your lover of beautiful sights, who cannot bear to be told that the
beautiful is one, and the just is one, or that anlthing is one - to him I would appeal,
saying, Will you be so very kind, sir, as to tell us whether, of all these beautiful things,

there is one which will not be found ugly; or of the just, which will not be found
unjust; or of the holy, which will not also be unholy?
No, he replied; the beautiful will in some point of view be found ugly; and the same
is true of the rest.
And may not the many which are doubles be also halves? * doubles, that is, of one

thing, and halves of another?
Quite true.
And things great and small, healy and light, as they are termed, will not be denoted
by these any more than by the opposite names?
True; both these and the opposite names will always attach to all of them.
And can any one ofthose many things which are called by particular names be said
to be this rather ihan not to be this?
He replied: They are like the punning riddles which are asked at feasts or the
children's puzzle about the eunuch aiming at the bat, with what he hit him, as they say
in the puzzle, and upon what the bat was sitting.r The individual objects ofwhich I
am speaking are also a riddle, and have a double sense: nor can you fix them in your
mind, either as being or not-being, or both, or neither.
Then what will you do with them? I said. Can they have a better place than between
being and not-being? For they are clearly not in greater darkness or negation than
not-being, or more fuI1 of light and existence than being.
That is quite true, he said.
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Thus then we seem to have discovered that the many ideas which the multitude
entertain about the beautiful and about all other things are tossing about in some
region which is half-way between pure being and pure not-being?
We hafe.
Yes; and we had before agreed that anl.thing ofthis kind which we might find was
to be described as matter of opinion, and not as matter of knowledge; being the
intermediate flux which is caught and detained by the intermediate faculty.
Quite true.
Then those who see the many beautiful, and who yet neither see absolute beauty,
nor can follow any guide who points the way thither; who see the many just, and not
absolute justice, and the like, - such persons may be said to have opinion but not
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But those who see the absolute and eternal and immutable may be said to know,
and not to have opinion only?
Neither can that be denied.
The one love and embrace the subjects of knowledge, the other those of opinion?
The latter are the same, as I dare say you will remembe! who listened to sweet sounds
and gazed upon fair colours, but would not tolerate the existence of absolute beauty.
Yes, I remember.
Shall we then be guilty of any impropriety in calling them lovers of opinion rather
than lovers of wisdom, and will they be very angry with us for thus describing them?
I shall tell them not to be angry; no man should be angry at what is true.
But those who love the truth in each thing are to be called lovers ofwisdom a-rld not
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lovers of opinion.
Assuredly.
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Demonstrative Knowledge and its
Starting-points: Aristotle, Posterior
Analytics*

of the preceding extracts may feel inclined to agree with Plato that knowledge is
supedor to mere opinion, and that it needs to
Readers

go beyond the particular to some more abstract
level of rational justification; but they may also
feel sceptical both about lhe r'otion of innate
sources of knowledge (put forward in the

Meno), and also about the sharp contrast (in
the Republic) between the visible and the intelli

gible realms, which seems to downgrade the role
of ordinary sensory information as a source of
knowledge. The following ertract fiom Aristotle
puts pressure on both these Platonic ideas.
ln his views on knowledge, Aristotle accepted
the Platonic idea that what is known must have
a certain stability, and immunity from change
and fluctuation. Genuine scientifrc knowledge, it
is asserted in the following extracts fiom the

acl, extracts fiom Bk I, ch. I (7lal4), ch.2
(71b9-25), ch. 4 (73a21-5), ch. 8 (75b21-36); Bk II, ch. 19 (99b20-ll0bl2). Translation by lohn
Ar:rstotle, Posterior Analytics lAnalytica

Cottingham.
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