
Plato, Theaetetus 200-201 

trans. F.M. Cornford 

SOCRATES: To start all over again, then, what is one to say that knowledge is? For surely 
we are not going to give up yet. 

THEAETETUS: Not unless you do so. 

SOCRATES: Then tell me, what definition can we give with the least risk of contradicting 
ourselves? 

… 

THEAETETUS: That true belief is knowledge. Surely there can at least be no mistake in 
believing what is true and the consequences are always satisfactory. 

… 

SOCRATES: Well, we need not go far to see this much. You will find a whole profession to 
prove that true belief is not knowledge. 

THEAETETUS: How so? What profession? 

SOCRATES: The profession of those paragons of intellect known as orators and lawyers. 
There you have men who use their skill to produce conviction, not by instruction, but by 
making people believe whatever they want them to believe. You can hardly imagine teachers 
so clever as to be able, in the short time allowed by the clock, to instruct their hearers 
thoroughly in the true facts of a case of robbery or other violence which those hearers had not 
witnessed. 

THEAETETUS: No, I cannot imagine that, but they can convince them. 

SOCRATES: And by convincing you mean making them believe something. 

THEAETETUS: Of course. 

SOCRATES: And when a jury is rightly convinced of facts which can be known only by an 
eyewitness, then, judging by hearsay and accepting a true belief, they are judging without 
knowledge, although, if they find the right verdict, their conviction is correct? 

THEAETETUS: Certainly. 

SOCRATES: But if true belief and knowledge were the same thing, the best of jurymen could 
never have a correct belief without knowledge. It now appears that they must be different 
things. 

THEAETETUS: Yes, Socrates, I have heard someone make the distinction. I had forgotten, 
but now it comes back to me. He said that true belief with the addition of an account (logos) 
was knowledge, while belief without an account was outside its range. Where no account 
could be given of a thing, it was not 'knowable'--that was the word he used--where it could, it 
was knowable. 
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SOCRATES: A good suggestion. But tell me how he distinguished these knowable things 
from the unknowable. It may turn out that what you were told tallies with something I have 
heard said. 

THEAETETUS: I am not sure if I can recall that, but I think I should recognize it if I heard it 
stated. 

SOCRATES: If you have had a dream, let me tell you mine in return. I seem to have heard 
some people say that what might be called the first elements of which we and all other things 
consist are such that no account can be given of them. Each of them just by itself can only be 
named; we cannot attribute to it anything further or say that it exists or does not exist, for we 
should at once be attaching to it existence or nonexistence, whereas we ought to add nothing 
if we are to express just it alone. We ought not even to add 'just' or 'it' or 'each' or 'alone' or 
'this,' or any other of a host of such terms. These terms, running loose about the place, are 
attached to everything, and they are distinct from the things to which they are applied. If it 
were possible for an element to be expressed in any formula exclusively belonging to it, no 
other terms ought to enter into that expression. But in fact there is no formula in which any 
element can be expressed; it can only be named, for a name is all there is that belongs to it. 
But when we come to things composed of these elements, then, just as these things are 
complex, so the names are combined to make a description (logos), a description being 
precisely a combination of names. Accordingly, elements are inexplicable and unknowable, 
but they can be perceived, while complexes ('syllables') are knowable and explicable, and you 
can have a true notion of them. So when a man gets hold of the true notion of something 
without an account, his mind does think truly of it, but he does not know it, for if one cannot 
give and receive an account of a thing, one has no knowledge of that thing. But when he has 
also got hold of an account, all this becomes possible to him and he is fully equipped with 
knowledge. Does that version represent the dream as you heard it, or not? 

THEAETETUS: Perfectly. 

SOCRATES: So this dream finds favor and you hold that a true notion with the addition of an 
account is knowledge? 

THEAETETUS: Precisely. 

SOCRATES: Can it be, Theaetetus, that, all in a moment, we have found out today what so 
many wise men have grown old in seeking and have not found? 

THEAETETUS: I, at any rate, am satisfied with our present statement, Socrates. 

SOCRATES: Yes, the statement just in itself may well be satisfactory, for how can there ever 
be knowledge without an account and right belief? But there is one point in the theory as 
stated that does not find favor with me. 

… 
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Plato, Meno, 97-99 

trans. Benjamin Jowett 

 
Soc. But when we said that a man cannot be a good guide unless he have knowledge 
(phrhonesis), this we were wrong.  
 
Men. What do you mean by the word "right"?  
 
Soc. I will explain. If a man knew the way to Larisa, or anywhere else, and went to the place 
and led others thither, would he not be a right and good guide?  
 
Men. Certainly.  
 
Soc. And a person who had a right opinion about the way, but had never been and did not 
know, might be a good guide also, might he not?  
 
Men. Certainly.  
 
Soc. And while he has true opinion about that which the other knows, he will be just as good 
a guide if he thinks the truth, as he who knows the truth?  
 
Men. Exactly.  
 
Soc. Then true opinion is as good a guide to correct action as knowledge; and that was the 
point which we omitted in our speculation about the nature of virtue, when we said that 
knowledge only is the guide of right action; whereas there is also right opinion.  
 
Men. True.  
 
Soc. Then right opinion is not less useful than knowledge?  
 
Men. The difference, Socrates, is only that he who has knowledge will always be right; but he 
who has right opinion will sometimes be right, and sometimes not.  
 
Soc. What do you mean? Can he be wrong who has right opinion, so long as he has right 
opinion?  
 
Men. I admit the cogency of your argument, and therefore, Socrates, I wonder that knowledge 
should be preferred to right opinion-or why they should ever differ.  
 
Soc. And shall I explain this wonder to you?  
 
Men. Do tell me.  
 
Soc. You would not wonder if you had ever observed the images of Daedalus; but perhaps 
you have not got them in your country?  
 
Men. What have they to do with the question?  
 
Soc. Because they require to be fastened in order to keep them, and if they are not fastened 
they will play truant and run away.  
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Men. Well. what of that?  
 
Soc. I mean to say that they are not very valuable possessions if they are at liberty, for they 
will walk off like runaway slaves; but when fastened, they are of great value, for they are 
really beautiful works of art. Now this is an illustration of the nature of true opinions: while 
they abide with us they are beautiful and fruitful, but they run away out of the human soul, 
and do not remain long, and therefore they are not of much value until they are fastened by 
the tie of the cause; and this fastening of them, friend Meno, is recollection, as you and I have 
agreed to call it. But when they are bound, in the first place, they have the nature of 
knowledge; and, in the second place, they are abiding. And this is why knowledge is more 
honourable and excellent than true opinion, because fastened by a chain.  
 
Men. What you are saying, Socrates, seems to be very like the truth.  
 
Soc. I too speak rather in ignorance; I only conjecture. And yet that knowledge differs from 
true opinion is no matter of conjecture with me. There are not many things which I profess to 
know, but this is most certainly one of them.  
 
Men. Yes, Socrates; and you are quite right in saying so.  
 
Soc. And am I not also right in saying that true opinion leading the way perfects action quite 
as well as knowledge?  
 
Men. There again, Socrates, I think you are right.  
 
Soc. Then right opinion is not a whit inferior to knowledge, or less useful in action; nor is the 
man who has right opinion inferior to him who has knowledge?  
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