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This paper examines a passage in the Theaetetus (201a—c) where Plato
distinguishes knowledge from true belief by appealing to the example of a
jury hearing a case. While the jurors may have true belief, Socrates puts
forward two reasons why they cannot achieve knowledge. The reasons for
this nescience have typically been taken to be in tension with each other
(most notably by Myles Burnyeat). This paper proposes a solution to the
putative difficulty by arguing that what links the two cases of nescience is
that in neither case do the jurors act from an epistemic virtue and that
doing so is a necessary condition of knowledge. Appreciating that it is a
necessary condition of knowledge that it be the result of an epistemic
agent’s agency in a distinctive way provides a satisfying solution to the
difficulty Burnyeat detected and also does justice to an otherwise neglected
aspect of Plato’s epistemology: his talk of cognitive capacities and virtues
and his focus on what it is that is active and passive in epistemic processes.
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1. INTRODUCTION

At Theaetetus 201a—c, Socrates distinguishes knowledge from mere true
belief by appealing to the example of an Athenian jury who, he thinks,
may possess the latter, but not the former. Burnyeat (‘Socrates and the
Jury’), in a seminal article, drew attention to several paradoxes in the distinc-
tion(s) drawn there between true belief and knowledge and argued that
Plato’s conception of €émiotun differed from modern notions of knowledge
insofar as Plato was primarily concerned with understanding rather than jus-
tification. In contrast with the so-called ‘traditional’ account of knowledge as
justified true belief or some variant, Burnyeat’s view was that, for Plato,
understanding is a necessary condition of knowledge: if S knows something,
S must understand that thing (which includes having access to a suitable
explanation).! According to Burnyeat, the centrality of understanding to

'T say ‘something’ because there are worries over taking single propositions to be the objects
of understanding.
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Plato’s notion of €émiethun revealed why, in the Meno, it was ‘by reasoning
about the cause’ (aitiog Aoyiou®d Meno 98a3—4)?: by explanation and under-
standing that knowledge was distinguished from mere true belief and also
why the third part of the Theaetetus attempted to develop an appropriate
account of Adyog (an explanatory account).”

In this paper, I will revisit the passage examined by Burnyeat and further
investigate the distinction drawn between knowledge and true belief at Theaete-
tus 201a—c. Where Burnyeat detected a paradox, I will offer a resolution and
argue that, properly understood, the invocation of the jury casts further light
on Plato’s conception of knowledge. In particular, I will argue that Plato
thinks it a necessary condition of knowledge that it be the result of a cognitive
capacity or virtue in the epistemic agent: that if it is to be knowledge, then it
has to be something the agent has achieved for themselves and as a result of
their own agency (and not the agency of another). This provides a satisfying
explanation of an outstanding puzzle: why Socrates thinks that the jurors,
being persuaded by means of the rhetoric of the litigants, cannot attain knowl-
edge (for Plato, emphasizes that those undergoing rhetoric are like marionettes
in the hands of a puppeteer) while those who perceive something for themselves
or who learn (rather than being rhetorically persuaded) can attain knowledge; as
we shall see, Plato emphasizes the active role of the epistemic agent in perception
and learning. Such an approach also does justice to an otherwise neglected aspect
of Plato’s epistemology: his talk of cognitive capacities and virtues and his focus
on what it is that is active and passive in epistemic processes. It also further
develops an insight that Burnyeat elsewhere drew attention to (though only in
passing): that for Plato, knowledge is something that we must achieve for our-
selves (Burnyeat, ‘Socrates and the Jury’, 187; ‘Wittgenstein and Augustine
De Magistro’, 7-8, 19, 22-3; The Theaetetus of Plato, 126).

2. THE JURY: BURNYEAT’S PARADOX AND ITS RESOLUTION

The most direct argument against Theaetetus’ thesis that knowledge is simply
true belief (GAnONg d6Eo 187b5-6, 200e4) comes at the end of the second
section of the Theaetetus: 200d5-201c7. There, Socrates invokes the example
of an Athenian jury and discusses why, even when they get things right, the
jurors cannot be said to possess knowledge. The passage is well known, but

%For a helpful compendium of several translations of this phrase, see Fine (‘Knowledge and
True Belief’, 61n56).

3Cf. Moravcsik, ‘Understanding and Knowledge’. Almost all Anglophone literature has followed
the trend of stressing that Plato’s epistemology focuses on understanding. It is often further claimed
that Plato is interested in explanation and understanding at the expense of justification (Burnyeat,
‘Socrates and the Jury’, 187-8) and sometimes that €éniomun should not be translated as ‘knowl-
edge’ at all, but rather as ‘understanding’ (Moline, Plato’s Theory of Understanding, 3; Nehamas,
‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates’, 25; cf. the invocation of naturalized epistemology by Everson,
Epistemology, 5-6).
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rarely forms a focal point in discussions of the Theaetetus: typically monographs
on the Theaetetus tend to lend it no great weight, dedicating no more than a page
or two to it.* Even articles which discuss the passage in detail often think it con-
tains a gross inconsistency and is the result of over-hasty composition or careless
writing (Burnyeat, ‘Socrates and the Jury’, 179; Bostock, Plato’s Theaetetus,
201).° However, the passage offers one of Plato’s more detailed distinctions
of knowledge from mere true belief and against the dominant view of this
passage, I will first show that it in fact rewards careful reading and does not
offer an inconsistency.

Just before Socrates’s appeal to the example of the jury, Theaetetus articu-
lates the thought that true belief might be equated with knowledge for it too
is ‘free of mistakes, and everything that results from it is admirable and
good’ (Thv &An6fi 86&av €mothuny elvor. Avoudpmiov y€ mod €6ty 10
do&alety dAndf, kol ta VI’ oOTOD Yryvopevo TOVTO KOAX Kol oyofo
yiyveton 200e4—-6 cf. Meno 96d5-96d3).° In response, Socrates claims that
perhaps if they continue to search after what knowledge is, they will come
upon it (200e7-201a2) and it is at this point that Socrates invokes the
example of litigants persuading a jury in court. Socrates claims that if the
jurors judge correctly they are said to have true belief(s) but not knowledge
and thus any attempt to define knowledge as true belief fails. Socrates
declares that there is a certain art (t€xvn 201a4), namely persuasion,
which shows that knowledge cannot be mere true belief:

Soc: [Consider] the art of those who are greatest of all in point of wisdom:
people call them speech-makers and litigators. Because those people, you
see, persuade others by means of their art, not teaching them, but making
them believe whatever they want them to believe. Or do you think there are
people who are so clever as teachers that, in the short time allowed by the
clock, they can [adequately]’ teach the truth, about what happened, to
people who weren’t there when some others were being robbed of money
or otherwise violently treated?®

4Thus, McDowell (Plato: Theaetetus, 227-8); Bostock (Plato’s Theaetetus, 200-1); Sedley
(The Midwife of Platonism, 149-51); Chappell (Reading Plato’s Theaetetus, 194-6).

50One distinguished scholar even suggests that: ‘If our only interest were to understand the
arguments of the Theaetetus, suppression [of these lines] would be the best policy’ (Barnes,
‘Socrates and the Jury’, 193). The exceptions to this trend are Lewis (‘Knowledge and the
Eyewitness’) and Stramel (‘A New Verdict on the ‘Jury Passage’’).

SThis was the first paradox Burnyeat detected (‘Socrates and the Jury’, 173-6); I will not
discuss it here.

7As Burnyeat (‘Socrates and the Jury’, 177n6) notices, this word (‘adequately’) is omitted in
McDowell’s translation.

8The OCT, McDowell’s translation, and the Burnyeat/Levett translation all assume tovtovg at
201b2. Burnyeat (‘Socrates and the Jury’, 177n6) remarks upon the difficulty and Fowler
(Plato: Theaetetus, Sophist), in the Loeb, relying upon a different manuscript has tovtoc.
Regardless, it is the litigant—orators who are unable to teach the jurors and the jurors who
are unable to learn due to a lack of time.
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Tht: No, I don’t think so at all. What they can do is persuade.
Soc: And you say persuading is making someone believe something?
Tht: Of course.

Soc: So when jurymen have been persuaded, in accordance with justice, about
things which it’s possible to know only if one has seen them and not other-
wise, then, in deciding those matters by hearsay, and getting hold of a true
belief, they have decided without knowledge; though what they have been
persuaded of is correct, given that they have reached a good verdict. Is that
right?

Tht: Absolutely.

Soc: But if true belief and knowledge were the same thing, then even the best
of jurymen would never have correct beliefs without knowledge; and, as
things are, it seems that the two are different.

(201a7—c6, trans. McDowell, slightly adapted)’
According to Burnyeat

the jury cannot be expected to attain knowledge first because what they
experience is persuasion rather than teaching, and second because they are
not eyewitnesses but dependent on testimony. Either contrast would be suffi-
cient on its own to recommend the counter-example. Put them together in the
way Socrates does, and the result is a paradox.

(‘Socrates and the Jury’, 177, cf. Burnyeat, The Theaetetus of Plato, 124-T)

Burnyeat thus identifies the two stipulations that lead to inconsistency as
follows:

1 On the one hand, the jury lacks knowledge because they have been per-
suaded, in a limited time, rather than taught: the point being that there is
not sufficient time for learning or teaching to take place, but only for
persuasion (201a7-b3). It is implied that if more time were available,
then the jurors could obtain knowledge.

ii  On the other hand, the jury are said to lack knowledge because they did
not witness the event themselves; the point (seemingly) being that
dir%:t perceptual acquaintance is necessary for knowledge (201b7-
8).

°I have rendered 86&0. as ‘belief’ rather than ‘judgement’.

The oft-cited parallel is with the discussion of the road to Larissa in the Meno (97a9ff),
where it is the person who has actually travelled down the road, as opposed to the person
who has merely received directions, that knows the way to Larissa. Older literature sometimes
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An inconsistency is taken to obtain insofar as according to (ii), direct per-
ceptual acquaintance is a necessary condition for knowledge; however, (i)
implies that knowledge is possible in the absence of this necessary con-
dition.'" By claiming that the (or perhaps a) problem is a lack of time, (i)
implies that, given more time, the jury could obtain knowledge of certain
things (e.g. events in the past) with which direct perceptual acquaintance
is no longer possible.

However, a simple way to resolve or indeed dissolve the difficulty is avail-
able.'? Burnyeat understands (ii) to generalize in such a way as to claim that
for any case of knowledge, perceptual acquaintance is necessary.'’
However, we do not have to suppose that Plato is being careless here:
notice that what Socrates actually says is: ‘the jurors are persuaded concern-
ing things which one can know only by having seen them’ (meic0dov
Sucootol mepl GV 180vTL povov oty eidévon 201b7-8). Such a statement
actually implies the negation of what Burnyeat supposed. Suppose I say
something like: ‘some illnesses are cured only by seeing a doctor’, what
this implies is that not all illnesses require doctoral intervention to be
cured only some do. Similarly, saying ‘one can know certain things only
by having seen them’ implies that it is only for a restricted domain of
facts that perception is a necessary condition of knowledge;14 in other
instances, knowledge can be attained by means other than perception.
Taking (i) and (ii) to range over different sets of facts dissolves the
paradox. To know certain things, S must be an eyewitness; for other

took acquaintance to be, on Plato’s view, a necessary condition of knowledge. For discussion,
see White (Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 54-5n8, 57-8n29, 112-3n50); Chappell
(Reading Plato’s Theaetetus, 31-2).

"] follow most of the literature in taking Socrates at his word in ascribing knowledge to the
eyewitness. One might think that the eyewitness having knowledge is problematic because it
casts doubt on the refutation of knowledge as perception in the first part of the dialogue and
thus be tempted to treat the claim that the eyewitness has knowledge as exaggerated or dialec-
tical. However, this would be unwarranted; as Bostock (who raises this worry) notices (Plato’s
Theaetetus, 200), this is not so: the claim that there is perceptual knowledge or even that per-
ception is a necessary condition for (some or all) knowledge is consistent with the denial that
knowledge is identical to perception.

2Contrast Chappell (Reading Plato’s Theaetetus, 196) who takes the passage to be about the
difference between reliable and unreliable witnesses.

3The third paradox that Burnyeat detected (‘Socrates and the Jury’, 1980-6) concerned the
problem of making perception a necessary condition of knowledge for all items of knowledge;
however, once we appreciate that this is not done in the passage, the difficulty evaporates.
Notice that older scholarship was concerned with reconciling perception yielding any knowl-
edge at all with certain remarks where the senses are denigrated as a source of knowledge.
Concerns of this type no longer prey so heavily on contemporary scholarship and I do not
discuss them here in any detail. For discussion of the notion of acquaintance at issue in the
scholarship, see White (Plato on Knowledge and Reality, 54-5n8, 57-8n29, 112-3n50);
Chappell (Reading Plato’s Theaetetus, 31-2).

1] talk here of knowledge as being directed towards facts rather than propositions so as to
simplify the perceptual acquaintance requirement.



Downloaded by [the Bodleian Libraries of the University of Oxford] at 04:18 01 December 2013

6 TAMER NAWAR

things, S may achieve knowledge by other means (presumably without per-
ception).'> The subsequent appeal to persuasion is designed to show that
even if knowledge of what is under consideration by the jury did not
require first-hand perceptual acquaintance, then the means open to the
jurors: being rhetorically persuaded in a limited time, would not allow
them to attain knowledge.16 Investigating this feature shows what it is that
all knowledge has in common: it is a necessary condition of (all) knowledge
that it be the result of the agency of the knower.

3. SUPPORTING THE RESOLUTION

Determining what it is that perceiving and learning have in common and that
being persuaded lacks, and hence why learning and perceiving can result in
knowledge but being persuaded cannot, has been a central difficulty for pre-
vious interpretations.'’ Just before our passage, Socrates asks Theaetetus to
attend to the art of persuasion: ‘there’s a whole art which shows you that that
[i.e. true belief] isn’t what knowledge is” (téxvn yép cot OAn onuadiver un
elvol €mothuny ovtd. Thr. 201a4-5). 1 propose we take Socrates at his
word here by focusing our attention on the art indicated: the sort of rhetoric
that is employed in persuasion.'® Careful consideration of the nature of

Such a means of dissolving the paradox has a precedent (though one rarely followed).
Barnes (‘Socrates and the Jury’), in his reply to Burnyeat (‘Socrates and the Jury’), offered
a similar solution appealing to what he called ‘epistemic categories’: classes of true prop-
ositions that stipulate how they are to be known. For instance, if p is a member of the epistemic
category of perceptually known truths, then ‘if S knows that p, S must have seen that p’
(Barnes, ‘Socrates and the Jury’, 194 [modified]). However, while Barnes’s approach
avoids the inconsistency thought to obtain by Burnyeat, it does not tell us what these different
epistemic categories have in common or what should motivate such talk. Thus, while the sol-
ution Barnes offers grants consistency, left in its current state, it seems like little more than an
arbitrary requirement (and Barnes in fact seems to regard it as such).

'®Making perception a necessary condition of knowledge for some facts is not entirely unpro-
blematic. Stramel (‘A New Verdict on the ‘Jury Passage’’) offers an alternative suggestion: (i)
and (ii) do not (as per Burnyeat) impose jointly (i.e. conjunctively) necessary conditions, nor
do they (as I suggest) range over different facts; rather they offer disjunctively necessary con-
ditions (for all knowledge). While 201b7-8 precludes this, Stramel urges (‘A New Verdict on
the ‘Jury Passage’’, 8) us to overlook this on account of charity. I am sympathetic to the dif-
ficulty but do not follow this path. However, notice that if one were inclined to follow Stramel,
then the central point I make in this paper: that it is a necessary condition of knowledge that it
be the result of a cognitive virtue in the epistemic agent, would stand unharmed and even bol-
stered, for it would tell us what the disjunctively necessary conditions share in common (and
this gives it an advantage over Stramel).

""This is especially noticeable in the most recent treatment: Stramel (‘A New Verdict on the
‘Jury Passage’’).

'80f previous treatments, Stramel (‘A New Verdict on the ‘Jury Passage’’) is noteworthy in
appreciating the importance of persuasion; however, he seems to take the problem of this
sort of testimony to be its unreliability (‘A New Verdict on the ‘Jury Passage’’, 5). In contrast,
I emphasize responsibility.
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persuasion reveals that there is a significant commonality in learning and
perception: one which being persuaded lacks (and which commentators
have neglected). Persuasion, a process which is produced by means of rheto-
ric, cannot (on Plato’s account) yield knowledge; furthermore, it is empha-
sized by Plato’s Socrates to be a process in which the person persuaded is
passive. When § is persuaded by S*, the content of S’s resulting mental
state is not the result of a cognitive capacity in S, but of a persuading capacity
in $*: S is thus not responsible for $’s mental state. By contrast, we find that
when discussing perceiving and learning (processes which can yield knowl-
edge), Socrates emphasizes that these are processes wherein the epistemic
agent is active and responsible for their ensuing mental states. Thus, we
find that when S is taught by S*, S$* is not responsible for S’s learning, but
rather S (who learns ‘all by himself’) is. Similarly, in discussing perception
(a process which can produce knowledge), Plato’s Socrates stresses that
when S perceives x, the content of S’s mental state is the result of a cognitive
capacity or virtue in S.

As a hypothesis to explain the attribution of knowledge to the perceiver
and the learner (but not to the person persuaded), I propose that what is
motivating Plato’s Socrates here is a virtue intuition which we might formu-
late, somewhat roughly, as follows:

(Virtue Intuition) if S knows something, S gets things right as the result of a
cognitive capacity or virtue in S."”

While contemporary virtue epistemologists sometimes claim to draw
inspiration from the ancients,”? it is noteworthy that, as far as I am aware,
no scholarship of ancient philosophy has yet attempted to see whether the
virtue intuition might be helpful for understanding the ancients’ own discus-
sions. Here, I argue that it does and in what follows the details of this pro-
posal are substantiated.

3.1 Learning and Persuasion

In order to elucidate the distinction between knowledge and true belief, Socrates
appeals (at Theaetetus 201a8—10) to a distinction between persuasion and teach-
ing/learning; while teaching/learning can result in knowledge, persuasion cannot.
The point is brief, but alludes to a distinction to which Plato frequently appeals
(e.g. Pol. 304c10—d2; Tim. 52e2-3). To understand its import, we have to go

“Notice that I say ‘gets things right’ as opposed to (e.g.) ‘if S knows that p, §’s belief that p is
the result of a cognitive virtue or capacity in S’ so as to avoid the question of whether, for
Plato, knowing that p entails believing that p. Whether Plato thinks that knowledge is
belief-entailing is beyond the scope of this paper and does not affect the claims that I wish
to make here.

29See especially Zagzebski (Virtues of the Mind).
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beyond this brief passage of the Theaetetus. First let us look at teaching/learning.
That learning is something which is saliently down to the student is a character-
istic and familiar Platonic notion. To rehearse the point briefly, we might notice
that in the Meno or the Phaedo, this notion is developed by suggesting that learn-
ing occurs by recollection (e.g. Phd. 72e5-6, 73b4-5) where it is necessary that
the viewer call to mind the Form himself by noticing whether (e.g.) equal things
“fall short’ (€velv, Phd. 74d8, el; cf. é\heinety 74a6) of the Equal itself (Phd.
74a5-7, d9—4). In this sort of case of learning/recollection, no teacher seems to
be present. However, Plato’s Socrates emphasizes that learning is no less the
result of the student’s agency when there is a teacher.?' Thus, in the Meno, what-
ever else we might make of the exchange between Socrates and the slave,
Socrates at least wishes to show that teaching is not a case of transmitting knowl-
edge and that he is not passing on either geometrical knowledge or even the rel-
evant geometric answers. Rather, the slave is meant to have come to the answers
by himself and thus it is emphasized that the slave answers ‘for himself” (§5b8-9)
and as the result of his own ability: ‘and is not this recovery of knowledge, in
himself and by himself, recollection?’ (T0 8¢ dvodopBévey ooV £v 0OTH £M1G-
munv ok dvopupvnokesBol €otv; 85d5-6); ‘[isn’t it the case that] without
anyone having taught him, and only through questions put to him, he will under-
stand, recovering the knowledge out of himself?’ (85b8-9, cf. c4, d3—4).*

In the Theaetetus passage, knowledge, we are told, is not within the grasp
of the jurors. Why this should be so is indicated by the appeal to the limited
time the jurors have and the fact that they are persuaded not taught. Of these,
I take the fact that the jurors are persuaded to be central (and this is why
Socrates says that a certain art, rhetoric, will reveal that knowledge and
true belief are distinct). In Tht. 20la—c, the litigant—orators persuade
(meiBev) by means of an art (té€yvn 201a4, 8) they possess: rhetoric. We
are told that the litigant—orators ‘persuade by means of their art, but they
do not teach, instead they make [the jury] believe whatever they want
them to believe’ (tf} €ovtdv 1té€xvn meibouvowy 00 S18doKOVTEG GANG
do&alely moodvieg & v Povrmvtot. 201a9-10). This latter point is impor-
tant and is immediately repeated: ‘are you saying persuading is making

2!In the case of teaching by elenchus, this is often plausible enough. By means of the elenchus,
Socrates leads his interlocutors to aporia, prompting them to realize that what they thought
they knew, they did not (and thus hopefully to begin their own inquiry).

22Nor is this line of thought restricted to those dialogues which make explicit mention of recol-
lection. Thus, for instance, in the Republic it is similarly emphasized that education (moudeio)
is not a case of putting sight into the soul; rather, it ‘takes it for granted that sight is there but
that it is not turned the right way of looking where it ought to look, and it tries to redirect it
appropriately’ (518d5-7). Again, here it is emphasized that learning is something that the
student must do for him or herself. If, as a result of teaching/learning, S comes to get some-
thing right, then the responsibility for getting it right is S’s because in what is called ‘teaching’
and ‘learning’, the student gets things right as the result of some capacity or virtue in them-
selves. For further discussion, see Nehamas (‘Meno’s Paradox and Socrates as a Teacher’);
Burnyeat (‘Wittgenstein and Augustine De Magistro’).
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someone believe something?’ (To melcon 8 ovyi doEdcon AEyelg motfoot,
201b5), a question to which Theaetetus replies in the affirmative.

It is a characteristically Platonic thought that being persuaded (a process
which occurs by means of rhetoric), by contrast with teaching or learning,
is not a good way of arriving at the truth and cannot in fact lead to knowl-
edge.23 Even if the rhetorician persuades his listeners of something true,
the outcome of rhetoric can only (at best) be mere true belief, never knowl-
edge. It is also a characteristically Platonic thought (though this is less often
recognized) that it is the persuader that is responsible for the ensuing beliefs
of the person persuaded. In persuasion, as Plato’s Socrates conceives it, the
person who persuades does not typically appeal to good reasons nor does the
person he persuades have the opportunity to exercise any cognitive
capacities.”* Rather, persuasion is often construed similarly to how we
might construe brainwashing, hypnosis, or other methods of belief inculca-
tion. Consider: S believes that there are eight planets in the solar system, but
then S* hypnotizes S into believing that there are fifteen. Now, in order for §
to be hypnotized, S must have certain capacities (e.g. hearing, susceptibility
to hypnosis, etc.), but if we were to explain how S came by their belief, we
would point not to S’s abilities or capacities, but to those of S*. We would
not say that S came to believe that there were fifteen planets as a result of
S’s own agency, but rather due to that of S$*; it is §* and S*’s actions that
are the salient cause of S’s new belief(s). Now, we find that Plato gives con-
siderable attention to the passivity of the listener in the process of persuasion.
It is commonly emphasized that the skill or capacity (8Ovouig Grg. 447¢c2 cf.
449¢5)% of rhetoric (which is the art being used by the litigant—orators on the
jurors)26 is able to bypass the deliberative powers of the listener, playing

23Thus see, for instance, Pol. 304c10—d2. In the Timaeus, the distinction is between votg
(‘understanding’) and 86&o dAnOng (‘true belief’); we are told that ‘One comes about
through teaching, while the other comes about through persuasion’ (10 pev yop ovtdv d1d
Sdoy g, 10 & Vno meWolg Nuiv Eyylyvetan-52e2-3). In the Gorgias, persuasion, which is
practised by means of rhetoric, can produce, at most, true belief (Grg. 454b4-455a7 cf. Phae-
drus 259e4ff).

24One might suppose that beliefs produced by rhetorical persuasion are characterized by not
having sufficient evidence (rather than, as I emphasized, not being the result of a cognitive
capacity in the listener); however, Plato’s discussion of anything that might be appropriately
regarded as ‘justification’ in his epistemology is very thin (cf. Stramel, ‘A New Verdict on the
‘Jury Passage’’, 4) as even those who emphasize, against the orthodox view, that Plato is con-
cerned with justification in his epistemology recognize (Fine, ‘Knowledge and True Belief in
the Meno’, 61-2). By contrast, Plato’s attention to capacities (duvéueig) and what is active and
passive in epistemic processes is prominent.

*Notice that in the Gorgias, Socrates does not see rhetoric as a genuine skill but as a ‘knack’
(Eumepia, 462c3ff).

26Socrates accepts that persuasion is in fact the sole business of rhetoric (Grg. 452e9-453a5).
In the Gorgias, we find further that persuasion is particularly strongly associated with
speeches practised in court, in particular with ‘the power to persuade by speech jurymen in
the jury-court’ (TO meiBev &ywy’ oldv T eivorl 10ig Adyolg kol €v Sikaompie dikaoTéc,
Grg. 452e1-2 cf. Phaedrus 261a-b).
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directly upon his or her emotions and that the listener is passive in the
process. In the Euthydemus, the art (t€vn 289d9) of speech-writers is com-
pared with that of magicians: ‘the sorcerer’s art is the charming of snakes and
tarantulas and scorpions and other beasts and diseases, while the other
[rhetoric] is just the charming and soothing of juries, assemblies, mobs,
and so forth’ (290211—4).27 Similarly, in the Gorgias, we are told that ‘with
this power you will hold the doctor as your slave, the trainer as your
slave’ (xaitol €v tovtn Tf) duvauet dodlov uev £€eig tov lortpov, dovrov
8¢ 10V mondotpipnv-Grg. 452e4-6).® The power of rhetoric thus allows
its user to make instruments of his listeners. This same characterization of
persuasion and the power of rhetoric are present in the jury passage of the
Theaetetus for there too, as we have seen, the jurors believe whatever the liti-
gants make them believe (201a9-10, 201b5).

Appreciating the passivity of the listener when he is being persuaded by
rhetoric and that this should be why he cannot possess knowledge provides,
I think, the missing piece to the puzzle. While, by our lights, a juror weighing
the evidence for and against a defendant would seem to arrive at a verdict by
using their cognitive capacities and as a result of their (the juror’s) own
agency, in the account of rhetoric and of jury practices that we are presented
with in many of the dialogues, things are very different. Juries are character-
ized in a manner similar to mobs;*’ the jury as a whole is not the sum of its
intelligences,*® and which litigant will triumph will depend not upon the evi-
dence at hand, or how good the jury is at getting at the truth, but primarily
upon which litigant is better at rhetoric and which of them is better able to
mould the jury by this power. The jurors do not arrive at the verdict by care-
fully weighing the evidence, exercising any significant epistemic virtues
(e.g. judiciousness and critical thinking), or even through their own
agency. Instead, they passively undergo the rhetoric of the litigants

2T ugv yop tiv Enmddv Exedv T kol eodayyiov kol oxoprmiov kol Tdv GALmY Onpioy te
Kol vOowv KNRANGLG €0Twy, 1) 8€ SKOOT@Y 1€ KOl EKKANCLOOTMY Kol TV GAA®V OyxAwv
KNANoic te Kol mopopvdio TuyyveL odGa.

*8These lines are uttered by Gorgias, but Socrates agrees with them and such an account
accords well with what we are told concerning persuasion and rhetoric in the other dialogues
(notably the Republic). Admittedly, later on in the Gorgias (Grg. 517a5) and in the Phaedrus,
Socrates does seem to envisage a better kind of rhetoric; however, this is not rhetoric as is it is
ordinarily practised. Similarly, the Gorgias seems to envision a better sort of persuasion: one
associated with teaching and learning capable of producing knowledge (454e3ff). However,
the same point applies: this is not a sort of persuasion which is currently practised.

2In the Gorgias (454e5-8, 455a2-6), juries are explicitly said by Socrates to be a mob (&xAog
454e6, 455a4, cf. Euthydemus 290a3—4). Notice that the number of jurors tended to be in the
hundreds; see Harrison (The Law of Athens, 47, 239-41); with regard to Socrates’s trial, see
Burnet (Plato’s Euthyphro, 150-1).

30 Aristotle presents a markedly different picture in the Politics where he offers perhaps the
earliest vignette of social epistemology and argues that a great number of heads (even not
especially good ones) may be better than a few good heads, for some understand one part,
others another, and together they may grasp the whole (1281a42-1281b10, cf. Plato Laws
700d-701b).
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and seem like marionettes in their hands: the verdict they reach is not down
to them.

Finally, as is indicated by the remark concerning the lack of time; even if
the objectionable sort of rhetoric that Plato associates with the law courts
were not used, then the format of the Athenian justice system also acts as
an obstacle to the jurors obtaining knowledge. In contrast with trials nowa-
days, in Athens the litigants spoke in the format so disliked by Socrates: in
long speeches without opportunity for the continuous back and forth
required by dialectic.>’ Unlike philosophers, who do not work to the
clock (Tht. 172d4—e4) and have as much time as they need to get things
right, the jurors invoked in the Theaetetus reach a verdict in a very
limited amount of time (cf. Grg. 455a2-6, Prot. 455a5-6). There was no
opportunity for submitting the litigants to detailed questioning, critically
considering the competing accounts, or shared deliberation: no opportunity
for the jurors to exercise any cognitive virtues.*> Thus, even if the jurors
were a perspicuous, judicious, and discerning bunch, it seems that they
would not have the opportunity to bring such cognitive virtues to bear on
the case at hand.>® As a result, the verdict would depend not so much
upon any cognitive virtue or capacity in the jurors, but upon the speech-
making abilities of the litigants. In sum, it is emphasized that teaching/
learning can result in knowledge (because of the learner’s own activity in
the process), while persuasion, in which the passivity of the listener is
emphasized, cannot.

3.2 Perception

We have seen then that it is emphasized that the results of persuasion are
fixed by some capacity in the persuader and not in the person persuaded
while, by contrast, the results of learning/teaching are fixed by a capacity
in the person learning/taught. It was argued that this is why the jurors,
being persuaded not taught, lack knowledge. It remains to be explained
why eyewitnesses have knowledge, and it will be argued here that when
one perceives something, the results are fixed by some capacity in the
person who perceives. In the case where § perceives x as F, it might seem
plausible enough to see the resulting mental state as the result of a capacity
in S; however, it does seem that an objection might be raised here:

3IFor Socrates, dialogical conversing (810AéyecBou) is more than just the etymological root of
dialectic (Swokextikn); it is a crucial part of the Socratic philosophical method that will be
carried out through the kind of conversation conducted through back and forth among the
interlocutors over the practice of long speeches (e.g. Prot. 334c7ff).

32For further discussion of the procedures, see Harrison (The Law of Athens, 43ff); a signifi-
cant problem for Plato was no doubt that the jurors were paid to perform their duty (cf. Grg.
515e4ff).

3Ct. Protagoras 337aff where we are offered a brief sketch by Prodicus of critical listening.
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(OBJ) when S perceives x as F, this is not due to a capacity or virtue in S, but
to a capacity or virtue of x.

This objection would propose that we are passive in perception: that the
salient cause of S’s belief that x is F is in fact x (or x-being-F) and that S’s
cognitive capacities are not salient causes. Such an objection directly threa-
tens the account offered here as it denies that in cases of perception one’s
resulting beliefs are due to a capacity or virtue in the epistemic agent thus
depriving the epistemic agent of knowledge in one of the cases where, in
line with the Theaetetus passage, I would wish to attribute to them knowl-
edge.>* A proponent of (OBJ) could offer an argument mirroring that
which I offered as regards persuasion (where it was argued that, when S is
persuaded by S* the salient cause of S’s mental state is not S or a capacity
in S, but rather $* or a capacity in S*). In the case of § perceiving x, S
employs certain capacities (e.g. the capacity to hear, etc.), yet the resulting
mental state is not caused by these capacities but caused by a capacity of
x. Identifying the perceived active agent with the cause, the objector might
stress that when S perceives, S is passive in the process. Thus, the basic
thrust of such an objection would be that when S sees (e.g.) a black cat
and thinks that the cat is black, it is the cat or the cat’s blackness that
causes S to think that the cat is black. This sort of objection represents a dif-
ficulty and seems to require a careful distinction between perception and per-
suasion; it might also require one to say something more about how phrases
like ‘the result of” (employed in articulating the virtue intuition) and other
causally loaded phrases are to be understood in relation to capacities.35 I
cannot offer a detailed treatment of the latter here,*® but I can show that
Plato sees mental states acquired through perception as being the result(s)
of a capacity or virtue in the epistemic agent. For Plato’s Socrates, when §
sees (e.g.) a black cat and thinks that the cat is black, it is something in S
that causes S to represent the cat as black and to mentally grasp the object
as it is: that it is to say, it is something in S that causes S to get things right.

In the Theaetetus, Plato’s Socrates draws attention to the soul’s active role
in the forming of mental states that come about through perception;37 it is

3*To avoid unnecessary complication, I have not here discussed joint-causes (where A and B
cause C); if such cases are a worry, then recast my talk of ‘the salient cause’, etc. into talk of ‘a
salient cause’, etc.

35For instance, in what sense is salt’s solubility, i.e. its capacity to dissolve, the cause of its
dissolving in water? Notice that the ancients in general and Plato in particular were happy
to admit various things (not just, e.g. events) as causes, and capacities or dispositions
would seem to figure quite happily as causes. See Sedley (‘Platonic Causes’).

3By way of defence, a remark by Davidson (‘The Folly of Trying to Define Truth’, 264)
seems apt here: ‘you worry about the concept of truth when it is the focus of your attention,
but you pretend you understand it when trying to cope with knowledge (or belief, memory,
perception, and the like)’.

37As an alternative to what follows, one might argue that S is not passive in perception by
appealing to the extramissive theory of vision offered in the Timaeus (45b2—-46¢6, 67c4—
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stressed that, strictly speaking, the cause of the mental state that results from
S perceiving x is a psychological capacity in S. At Tht. 184b3—-186e12, as
part of the argument that knowledge cannot be perception (clicOnoig),
Socrates proposes that perception cannot be knowledge as it is not able to
reach ovola (‘being’).38 Socrates begins by asking here (184c5-7)
whether we see with or by means of (using a dative construction) the eyes
or whether we see through (8u&) the eyes. What we perceive with/by
means of, Plato thinks, is what is doing the perceiving (and so, is active)
(see Burnyeat, ‘Plato on the Grammar of Perceiving’).39 In what follows,
he stresses that we see through the eyes, not with them. It becomes clear
that it is the soul or mind that we see with and thus the soul or mind that
is responsible for mental states arrived at on the basis of perception. Thus,
Socrates says:

I want to know if there’s something in us with which we get at not only white
and black things, by means of the eyes, but also other things, by means of the
other sense organs doing it with the same thing in each case.

(184d7-el)

Socrates then raises the question of how: through what capacity or power
(8Ovopig 185¢4), an epistemic agent cognizes ‘that which is common to every-
thing, including these things: that to which you apply the words “is”, “is not”
[...]" (1) 6€ oM S tivog dVvog 10 T €mi TAGL KOWOV Kol T0 €Ml TOUTOLG
3ot cot, @ 1 ‘Eotv’ émovopdlelg kol 1 ‘ovk fot’ 185¢4-6).*° Having

68d7). There perception is not caused by (e.g.) light reflected from x bringing about a change
in S’s eyes, but by the emission of ‘effluences’ from S’s eyes (see Taylor, A Commentary on
Plato’s Timaeus, 277-82). In such a framework, (OBJ) seems less plausible. However, such
an account is not in sight in the Theaetetus; rather, Socrates here offers the so-called ‘twin-off-
spring’ theory of perception (Tht. 156a2—157¢3) in order to dialectically support the Heracli-
tean theory of flux and/or Protagorean relativism/infallibilism. The details of this theory and of
Socrates’s own relation to it are not entirely perspicuous. Accordingly, the argument is not, I
think, strong (I thank an anonymous reviewer for indicating why this line of argument was
even weaker than I took it to be).
38That there is perceptual knowledge such as that of the eyewitness or that perception should
be a necessary condition of (some) knowledge does not, of course, conflict with the thesis that
Socrates rejects: that perception is knowledge.
3 As Burnyeat rightly points out:

the working rule for the “with” idiom is this: to say that a man ¢s with x is to say that x is
the part of him (in the thinnest possible sense of “part”) which ¢s when he does, that in him
which does his ¢ing or by ¢ing makes it the case that he ¢s. (‘Plato on the Grammar of Per-
ceiving’, 33)

Notice also his further point: ‘it is only by coming to see that the “with” idiom expresses
not the ideas of means, but rather that of subjecthood or even agency, that we open up a
genuine contrast between the two idioms’ (‘Plato on the Grammar of Perceiving’, 38).
“OWe have just been told that ‘it is impossible to get hold of what they have in common either
by means of hearing or by means of sight’ (oUte yop 31 dixofig oVte S Syewg oidv Te 1O
Kowov AouBavery mepl avtdv. 185b7-9). Socrates argues that someone who cannot attain
‘being’ cannot attain truth (O16v 1e ovv &Andeiog Tuyelv, @ undé odoiag; 186¢7) and thus
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ruled out sight or the other perceptive faculties, it is concluded that the faculty
responsible for getting at ool (‘being’) must be in the mind/soul (yuyn,
187d9—-2) even when the capacities of the body are employed (185e5-9).
Thus, the salient cause of the mental state that results from S perceiving x
(namely, the cognition that x is F) is not, Socrates thinks, x or a capacity in x;
instead, it is $”s mind that is to be identified as that by means of which we per-
ceive x as F. It is the mind of S (which seemingly employs some non-perceptive
and ratiocinative or proto-ratiocinative faculty) that is to be identified as the
active agent and cause of perceiving.41

In sum, Plato’s remarks on perception support the proposal advocated
here: that both the eyewitness who gets things right and the person who
learns/is taught rather than persuaded both have the opportunity to get
things right as the result of exercising a capacity in themselves. Furthermore,
the attention he gives to emphasizing what is active and passive in the
respective processes mirrors what we find in the discussions of persuasion
and teaching/learning. The virtue intuition hypothesis offers a simple yet
powerful explanation for why this should be so. On the approach advocated
here, that the epistemic agent is active in perception (and that Plato draws
attention to this) explains in part why perceptual knowledge is possible: it
does not violate the necessary condition of knowledge stipulated by the
virtue intuition. For these reasons, then, the jurors, not being eyewitnesses,
and being subjected to rhetoric while having to produce a verdict in a limited
time, do not have an opportunity to get things right by exercising a cognitive
capacity or virtue in themselves and thus do not attain knowledge.

4. COGNITIVE VIRTUE

Though neither the jury passage nor capacities, virtues, or questions con-
cerning activity and passivity typically receive much in the way of scholarly
attention in discussions of Plato’s epistemology, I hope to have shown that
they warrant attention and that we can better understand the distinction Plato
draws in Theaetetus 201a—c by attending to these features. The treatment
offered here resolves an outstanding difficulty from the Theaetetus and pro-
vides a suitable explanation of the distinction drawn in the jury passage
between knowledge and true belief. In addition, it is, I propose, superior
to previous treatments in several respects. First, it correctly fixes the exten-
sion of knowledge. On a widely followed view (associated especially with
Burnyeat, ‘Socrates and the Jury’), émiothun requires understanding and it

cannot have knowledge (186a9-10). There are difficulties over the sense(s) of ‘being’ here;
Sedley (The Midwife of Platonism, 111-2) clearly lays out the options.

*ISome have objected to Socrates here, holding that it is S (and not, as Socrates emphasizes)
S’s mind, that is to be viewed as the agent. For discussion, see Burnyeat (‘Plato on the
Grammar of Perceiving’).
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is an agent’s awareness of causes and explanations that marks him out as a
knower. Such an approach is, I think, largely right when it comes to explain-
ing the elevated form of €miothun of the philosopher and the account I
propose here is entirely compatible with such a view (understanding, it is
often claimed, cannot be given to us, we have to attain it for ourselves).42
However, such an approach requires modification. To see explanation and
understanding as characteristic of all émomun faces a significant problem
in that it does not seem correct of the €miotiun that Plato attributes to the
eyewitness of a crime or to the person who has himself travelled the road
to Larissa rather than merely been told how to get there (Meno 97a9ff). It
seems improbable that an eyewitness perceiving a crime should necessarily
understand why it occurred, or more generally that S, merely in virtue of per-
ceiving that x is F, should understand why x is F (cf. Aristotle Metaphysics
981b12-13; Post. An. 87b28ff). This is pressing insofar as not only are
figures such as the traveller to Larissa or the eyewitness of a crime explicitly
attributed knowledge, but it is also precisely to these figures that Plato’s
Socrates appeals when he is trying to make clear what he is after to his inter-
locutors. It seems slightly odd, to say the least, to suppose (as such
approaches seemingly must) that Plato should conceive of knowledge in
such a way that the paradigms of knowledge appealed to in the dialogues
end up lacking knowledge. The approach offered here avoids this problem.

Second, why we should allow knowledge to the eyewitness has not been
appropriately explained in previous treatments. While some do allow (e.g.)
the eyewitness knowledge, this has seemed like an arbitrary move. The pro-
posal offered here explains what would otherwise be an ad hoc stipulation
(namely, that eyewitnesses can have knowledge while those who received
the information second-hand cannot) by specifying what it is that the
person who attains knowledge by perceiving and the person who attains it
through learning have in common (and what it is that the person who is per-
suaded lacks): they attain truth by means of their own agency.43 Further-
more, attributing the virtue intuition to Plato’s Socrates makes sense of an

“Burnyeat himself often makes incidental remarks upon the point that I here make central:
that, for Plato (or for that matter, other Platonists, like Augustine), émiomun/understanding
is something we must achieve for ourselves (‘Socrates and the Jury’, 187; ‘Wittgenstein
and Augustine De Magistro’, 7-8, 19, 22-3; The Theaetetus of Plato, 126).

“3It must be emphasized that when asking for definitions, Plato’s Socrates is concerned with
that which all instances of the definiendum share in common (e.g. Meno 72a6—d1). Thus,
Socrates in the Theaetetus desires ‘to find one account by which to speak of the many
kinds of knowledge’ (t0g moAlOg €motiuog €vi Adyw mpocewntelv 148d6-7). This is a
further reason why I would resist rather the account of Stramel (‘A New Verdict on the
‘Jury Passage’’) who finds here an attempt to offer disjunctively necessary conditions for
knowledge (see above). Notice further that, in its simplicity, the virtue intuition accords
well with the desideratum stated at the outset of the Theaetetus (namely, that the answer be
simple; 147c3-6), but also explains further features of knowledge, for instance (as the
passage in the lon reveals), why it should be worthy of credit in a way that mere true belief
is not.
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otherwise unexplained feature of Plato’s epistemic discussions: his repeated
emphasis on what is active and passive in epistemic contexts, and also gives
a role to features which Plato repeatedly mentions: capacities and virtues
(features which, as mentioned, are typically neglected).** While Plato does
claim (as per Burnyeat’s account) that politicians, prophets and poets lack
émomun because they lack understanding (Apol. 22b8—c3), it is equally
true that Plato also emphasizes that they are not responsible for what they
get right: rather, responsibility lies with the gods, who speak through
them.® Thus, in the fon, Socrates tells Ton that he lacks knowledge (téxvn
533d1)*° because

it’s a divine power (80vouic) that moves you, as a “Magnetic” stone moves
iron rings [...] This stone not only pulls those rings, if they’re iron, it also
puts power in the rings, so that they in turn can do just what the stone does
— pull other rings — so that there’s sometimes a very long chain of iron
pieces and rings hanging from one another. And the power in all of them
depends on this stone. In the same way, the Muse makes some people inspired
herself.

(Ion 533d1-e4)

Socrates emphasizes (533d1ff) that it is the gods that speak through the
poets (and also prophets and seers, 534d1), and that it is not the poets
who are responsible or who should receive credit for the poems, but the
gods (534¢7-535a2).*” This final point also explains why knowledge

441 have drawn attention, throughout the paper, to several instances. One might also consider
the invocation of the aviary, where knowledge is likened to a capacity (197c1-d3), and the
latter part of the Theaetetus (201c7-210d4) and the discussion of capacities we find there
in regard to ‘account’ (Adyoc). One could also draw links between the virtue intuition I
have proposed and the earlier part of the dialogue, where Theaetetus recounts some of his
mathematical learning with Theodorus and successfully offers a definition of mathematical
‘powers’ or squares (duvéuelg 147¢7-148cl); this is perhaps unsurprising given Plato’s fre-
quent playfulness (notice the Ovopig pun, raised with regard to Theaetetus, at Pol. 266al—
b7). For discussion of the mathematical sense of dUvayig, see Burnyeat (‘The Philosophical
Sense of Theaetetus’ Mathematics’).

4>The point is more often made with regard to the poets and prophets than politicians (e.g. Ion
below), but it applies also, I think, to the politicians who are also said to be divinely inspired
(Meno 99c11-d5).

“6Whereas Aristotle distinguishes between coia, yv@oig and téxvn (e.g. EN 6.3 1139b15-
17), Plato seems to use at least some of the relevant terms interchangeably (e.g. ‘€motiun’
and ‘coglo’ at Tht. 145d7—-e6; Euthydemus 273e6, 274a8; Meno 99b1-cl1, ‘téxvn’ and ‘€mic-
mun’ at Rep. 342c4-d2, cf. Xenophon Mem. 4.6.7; ‘ppoévnois’ and ‘€momun’ at Meno
97b10-d2, 98d10-12). Accordingly, it is common for scholars to take Plato’s use of epistemic
vocabulary to be inexact and interchangeable (Lyons, Structural Semantics, 96; Benson,
Socratic Wisdom, 10n27).

“TSocrates tells us that the gods put the best poems in the mouths of the worst poets to show us
that it is they (the gods) who are responsible and not the poets.
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might be praiseworthy and worthy of credit in a distinctive way: it is natural
to suppose that what we should be credited with are our own performances
and activities: those things which, in some substantial way, are down to us
(cf. Sosa, A Virtue Epistemology).

In sum, Plato’s Socrates emphasizes the active role played by the learner
or the perceiver and the fact that the mental state attained in learning or per-
ception is down to him. In contrast, persuasion fails to produce knowledge
because when S is persuaded by S*, then S* forces S to believe what S*
wants and S is not responsible for S’s mental state (rather, S$* is). Just as vir-
tuous action (as opposed to mere right action or action that accords with
virtue) must be the result of a virtue in the agent (the action must proceed
Jrom a virtue), so too knowledge (as opposed to mere true belief) must be
the result of a cognitive virtue or capacity in the agent.*® For Plato, this
seems to mean that it must be the result of the activity rather than passivity
of the agent. By directing our attention to the fact that those who are per-
suaded by rhetoric (and who are thereby, Plato thinks, passive) cannot
attain knowledge, the Theaetetus passage reveals something important
about the nature of knowledge: that if S knows, then § gets things right as
the result of a cognitive capacity or virtue in S. This, of course, merely pro-
vides a necessary condition of knowledge, it does not tell us what knowledge
is (something which Plato will go on to further consider in the third part of
the dialogue).*’ Even in the third and final part of the Theaetetus our enquiry
into knowledge is not ended (the dialogue is, after all, seemingly aporetic);
however, while we cannot be said to have concluded our enquiry, nonethe-
less, like Theaetetus at the end of the dialogue (210b9—c4), we have made
progress.””

Submitted 26 February 2013, revised 30 June, accepted 2 July
University of Cambridge

31t is sometimes supposed that those holding a virtue intuition cannot accommodate knowl-
edge attained through testimony because when S gets things right by accepting S*’s testimony
it seems (the thought goes) that S is not responsible for getting things right (Lackey, ‘Why We
Don’t Deserve Credit’, ‘Knowledge and Credit’). Plato does not couch his discussion in such
terms; however, one might conceive of the distinction between teaching/learning and persua-
sion as that between a sort of testimony in which the listener is active: teaching/learning
(which can lead to knowledge) and a sort of testimony in which the listener is passive: persua-
sion. If it is to be knowledge, the Platonic thought goes, the listener has to make a distinctive
contribution to the process and exercise his relevant epistemic capacities in a meaningful way.
“It also leaves much to be discussed about the nature of said cognitive capacities and virtues
and how they bring about knowledge.

391 would like to thank Naomi O'Leary for her careful reading of this piece as well as Nicholas
Denyer, Matthew Duncombe, Malcolm Schofield, and David Sedley for comments and
encouragement on this piece in its earlier stages.
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