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Observations on Perception in
Plato’s Later Dialogues

Ast, in his Lexicon Plantonicum, gives the following as the general meaning of
the verb “aisthanesthai” in Plato: “to sense, to perceive by a sense, and hence
generally to perceive by the senses.” This not only seems to me to be wrong,
it also seems to be seriously misleading if one wants to arrive at an understand-
ing of what Plato has to say about perception. For it suggests that in general
when Plato uses the verb “aisthanesthai,” he is relying on a common notion of
sense-perception, a notion which Plato just tries to clarify. This suggestion
seems natural enough. Surely, one will say, the Greeks even before Plato must
have had a notion of sense-perception, and “aisthanesthai” must have been the
verb they commonly used when they wanted to talk about sense-perception. And
yet it seems to me that one fails to understand what Plato is trying to do, in par-
ticular in the Theaetetus, unless one understands that it is only Plato who in-
troduces a clear notion of sense-perception, because he needs it for certain
philosophical purposes. What he has to say about perception has to be under-
stood against the background of the ordinary use of the verb “aisthanesthai” and
against the background of the philosophical intentions with which Plato narrows
down this common use so that it does come to have the meaning “to perceive
by the senses.”

Though “aisthanesthai” presumably is formed from a root which signifies
“hearing,” its ordinary use is quite general. It can be used in any case in which
one perceives something by the senses and even more generally in any case in
which one becomes aware of something, notices something, realizes or even
comes to understand something, however this may come about. There will, of
course, be a tendency to use the word in cases in which it is particularly clear
that somebody is becoming aware of something or noticing something, as op-
posed to just venturing a guess, making a conjecture, learning of something by
hearsay. These will be cases of seeing, but then also cases of sense-perception
quite generally. But the use of the verb is not restricted to these cases. It is used



4 PERCEPTION IN PLATO’S LATER DIALOGUES

whenever someone becomes aware of something. And up to Plato’s time, and
often far beyond it, there is no clear recognition that there are two radically
different ways in which we become aware of something, one by way of sense-
perception and the other in some other way, e.g., by a grasp of the mind. Thus,
there is no reason to suppose that the verb “aisthanesthai,” strictly speaking,
refers only to sense-perception, but is also used metaphorically in other cases.
It, rather, seems that all cases of becoming aware of something are understood
and construed along the lines of the paradigm of seeing, exactly because one
does not see a radical difference between the way the mind grasps something and
the way the eyes see something. Both are supposed to involve some contact with
the object by virtue of which, through a mechanism unknown to us, we become
aware of it.

But in addition to this very general use of the verb “aisthanesthai,” we find
in Plato a second, narrower use of the term, e.g., in the Phaedo and in the
Republic. In this use the term is restricted to cases of awareness that somehow
involve the body and that constitute an awareness of something corporeal. But
even now it would be rash to assume that the verb means “sense-perception.”
For in these cases it is used almost interchangeabely with “dokein” and “dox-
azein,” “to seem” and “to believe.” The realm of belief, as opposed to the realm
of knowledge, is the bodily world with which we are in bodily contact as a result
of which this world appears to us in a certain way, as a result of which we have
certain beliefs about it. There is no “doxa,” no belief about the ideas, because
ideas are not the kinds of things with which one could have the kind of contact
that gives rise to a belief or a perception. But, just as it would be a mistake to
infer from this that “doxa” means “sense-perception,” so there also is no need
to assume that “aisthesis” means “sense-perception,” though standard cases of
“aisthesis” will be cases of sense-perception.

It is also in the later dialogues that we clearly have an even narrower use of
“aisthanesthai,” in which it, indeed, does mean “to perceive by the senses.” And
it is this third sense of “aisthesis” whose introduction I want to discuss.

Unfortunately, our main evidence for this very narrow notion of “aisthesis”
is contained in a passage of the Theaetetus, 184-187, whose interpretation has
become highly controversial, since it involves basic claims about Plato’s philoso-
phy and his philosophical development.

In this passage Plato tries to show not only that perception is not identical
with knowledge, but that no case of perception as such is a case of knowledge.
The argument assumes that if we perceive something, a bodily sense-organ is
affected, and that through this change in the sense-organ a change is brought
about in the mind (186 Cff.; 186 D). What the argument, as I want to interpret
it, mainly turns on is that if we have a clear and precise notion of perception,
we see that perception is a purely passive affection of the mind and that for that
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very reason it cannot constitute knowledge, since knowledge minimally involves
true belief and since any belief involves an activity of the mind.

If this is correct, then it would seem that Plato’s point in introducing this very
narrow notion of perception is to untangle the conflation of perception, appear-
ance, belief, and knowledge with which the main discussion of the dialogue be-
gins in 151 D ff. There perception is first identified with knowledge in Theaete-
tus’ first definition of knowledge as perception, and perception gets quickly
identified with appearance (152 C 11), which then throughout this section of the
dialogue is treated as if it were the same as belief (cf., e.g., 158 A 1 with 158
A 2 and 185 B 2). But, obviously, it is useful to distinguish between these cogni-
tive states: to perceive is not the same as to believe (though in the middle dia-
logues we had not paid much attention to the distinction); neither is the same
as to be appeared to, and to know is yet a fourth thing. But it is not only useful
to make these distinctions, as Plato tries to make them in the Theaetetus and the
Sophist (264 A-B). It is necessary to make these distinctions if we want to com-
bat a certain philosophical view that we first encounter in Protagoras, but that,
in one version or another, will later be espoused by some rhetoricians, Skeptics,
and the so-called Empiricists, namely the view that the beliefs which we have
are just a matter of how things appear to us, how they strike us, of what impres-
sion, given the contact we have with them, they leave on us. Plato and the
philosophical tradition that depends on him, on the other hand, think that we
should not rest content with how things strike us, that we have to go beyond that
to find out how they really are, quite independently of how they appear to us.
The opponents, like Protagoras, question or deny the possibility that we ever get
beyond appearance, seeming, belief. And, hence, they doubt or deny that there
is any point in reserving the term “knowledge” for something that goes beyond
belief. It is in this context that I want to see the argument of the Theaetetus, and
in particular the section from 184 to 187. Plato thinks that our beliefs and our
knowledge about the physical world involve a passive affection of the mind, but
he also thinks that they go much beyond this passive affection. And he wants
to reserve the term “aisthanesthai,” or “to perceive,” for this passive element in
our beliefs, which he was willing to grant the opponents. It is in this way that
the term came to have the meaning of sense-perception.

With this as a background let us turn to the details of the argument. The con-
clusion that perception and knowledge are two different things is drawn in 186
E 9-10 on the basis of the argument in the preceding lines, 186 E 4ff. It is as-
sumed that to know is to grasp the truth and that to grasp the truth is to grasp
being. But in perception we do not grasp being, hence we do not grasp truth.
Therefore, to perceive is not to know. This argument has two crucial assump-
tions: (i) to grasp the truth is to grasp being, and (ii) to perceive is not to grasp
being. It is difficult to understand and to evaluate these assumptions, since we



6 PERCEPTION IN PLATO’S LATER DIALOGUES

do not know what is meant by “to grasp being.” There is no argument for the
first assumption that can shed light on the meaning of the phrase. But the second
premise is supposed to have been established by the argument that extends to
186 C 6. Hence, we can look at this argument to see whether it gives us a clue
to what is meant by “to grasp being.”

Now, if we look at the argument, it seems that the reason given for the as-
sumption that in perception we do not grasp being is that the mind considers
questions concerning the being of something by itself, rather than by means of
one of the senses. This would suggest that the mind grasps or gets hold of being
in the relevant sense when it manages to settle the question concerning the being
of something which it has been considering by itself. This seems to be confirmed
by the final comments on the argument in 187 A 1ff. There Plato says that we
have learned from the argument at least that we have to look for knowledge not
in perception, but in what the mind does when it considers questions concerning
being by itself (187 A 5-6), when it forms beliefs (187 A 7-8). It is because
we are supposed to draw this moral from the argument that the dialogue pro-
ceeds to discuss the suggestion that knowledge is true belief (187 B 4-6). It is
in belief that we grasp truth, if the belief is true, though, as the further argument
will show, this is not yet a sufficient condition for knowledge, since knowledge
requires that this truth be grasped in a particular way.

But if it is in true belief that we grasp truth, it is also in true belief that we
grasp being. This suggests that by “grasping being” Plato here means no more
than that the mind in forming a true belief manages to settle the question of the
being of something correctly. And it is easy to see how Plato could think this,
given his views on being. For he assumes that any belief, explicitly or implicitly,
is of the form “A if F,” and he thinks that in assuming that A is F one attributes
being both to A and to F-ness. To assume that Socrates is just is, on this view,
to attribute being to Socrates and to justice. Hence, any true belief will pre-
suppose that one has correctly settled questions concerning the being of some-
thing.

One may, of course, think that by “grasping being” Plato here means some-
thing much stronger than settling the question whether being should be attributed
to something in this way. One may think that Plato wants to distinguish two
kinds of grasps or intutions, a perceptual grasp or intuition and an intellectual
grasp or intuition. Thus, one may think that Plato, having distinguished two
kinds of features, perceptual features and nonperceptual or intelligible features,
wants to claim that knowledge involves the intellectual grasp of intelligible fea-
tures and hence that perception will never give us knowledge. But even if this
should be Plato’s view, this is not the way he argues in this passage. Instead of
distinguishing two kinds of features and correspondingly two kinds of grasps or
intuitions, he distinguishes two kinds of features and correspondingly two kinds
of questions the mind considers and tries to settle (cf. 185 E 6ff.). If F-ness is
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a perceptual feature, then, when the mind considers the question whether some-
thing is F, it draws on the testimony of the senses (cf. 185 B 10-12). If F-ness
is a nonperceptual feature like being, then the mind considers the question
whether something is F by itself. What little Plato has to say about how the mind
goes about doing this makes no reference to some intellectual grasp. Plato is
referring to comparisons and to reasonings the mind goes through to come to
a judgment (186 A 10ff.; 186 B 8ff.; 186 C 2ff.), the kinds of things the mind
does when it tries to decide a matter. And the fact that Plato is 187 A 5ff. charac-
terizes what the mind does when it considers questons by itself as “doxazein,”
i.e., as coming to form a belief, certainly should warn us against assuming that
some special power of the mind to grasp intelligible entities is appealed to here.
All that seems to be appealed to is what the mind has to be able to do to form
beliefs. And this is a great deal, though Plato here does not care to spell it out
in any detail. To be able to form the belief that A is F, the mind has to have
arrived at some idea of what it is to be for A and what it is to be for F-ness,
or what it is to be for an F and it has to find out whether A is such as to be an
F. What Plato here wants to emphasize is the mere fact that the perception is
a purely passive affection (cf. 186 C 2 and 186 D 2), whereas the simplest belief
even if it concerns a perceptual feature, requires and presupposes a great deal
of mental activity. And he infers from this that since all this activity is needed
to arrive at truth, perception itself does not give us truth and, hence, cannot be
knowledge.

Now one may want to interpret the argument of 184-187 differently and ar-
gue thus: Plato distinguishes two kinds of questions, those the mind settles by
itself and those the mind settles by relying on a sense. Since there are questions
the mind has to settle by itself, and since, presumably, the answer to these ques-
tions can be known, we here have an argument which shows that knowledge is
not to be identified with perception. But we do not have an argument, nor does
Plato intend to argue, that perception never gives us knowledge. After all, there
are questions for whose solution the mind relies on a sense. The answer to these
questions seems to be provided by perception. It seems to me that this interpreta-
tion is wrong. Plato is quite careful never to say that some questions are settled
by perception or by a sense. All questions are settled by the mind, though for
some it does rely on perception. Thus, I take it that Plato wants to argue that
even the question whether A is red is not settled by perception. We may be pas-
sively affected by the color red, but to form the belief that something is red
presupposes and takes a great deal of activity on the part of the mind. Hence,
we perceive the color red, but we do not, strictly speaking, perceive that A is
red. Hence, knowledge, since it always involves belief, never is just a matter
of perception.

The only textual evidence that seems to stand in the way of this interpretation
is the following. In 186 B 11-C 5 we are told that whereas animals and we as
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children perceive many things right from birth, there are other things that it
takes us a long time, much trouble, and some education to grasp. Surely, one
will say, to see that something is red does not take much trouble and a lot of
education. It is sornething any infant can do. But, it may be worth remembering
that even the Stoics later will deny that children, properly speaking, perceive
that something is red. For perception in this wider sense presupposes a state of
the development of reason that allows us to articulate a visual impression in
terms of concepts and that allows us to accept such an impression as true. Thus,
even the simple judgment that something is red presupposes some notion of what
it is to be and some notion of what it is to be red. And this we do not have right
from birth. Nor is it given to us by perception, but only by reflection on what
we perceive. What we perceive, strictly speaking, are just the proper objects of
the different senses, e.g., colors in the case of sight (184 E 7ff.). Thus, strictly
speaking, we do not even perceive the object of which we come to believe that
it is red. And if this is so, it is even more difficult to see how we could be said
to perceive that something is red, given this very narrow notion of perception.

Now, Plato, in restricting perception to a passive affection of the mind and
in emphasizing the activity of the mind in forming beliefs, thinks of beliefs as
something we deliberately arrive at after a good deal of consideration and
ratiocination. As Plato puts it later in the dialogue (189 E-190 A), belief is the
result of a silent discussion one leads with oneself. In the Sophist (263 Eff.) and
in the Philebus (38 C-E), we get a similar view of belief. Thus, belief is con-
ceived of as something that is actively espoused on the basis of some conscious,
deliberate activity. This, no doubt, is an idealization of how we come to have
beliefs. For many beliefs we just find ourselves with, and in their case there is
no reason to suppose that we ever went through a process of deliberation as a
result of which we espoused the belief. The Protagorean view, on the other
hand, and the other views alluded to in the beginning, which are like it, assume
that beliefs normally are something we just find ourselves with, which have
grown on us, which we have just come by by being struck by things in a certain
way. And they try to assimilate all beliefs to what they take to be the normal
case. Hence, they emphasize the passive element in belief-formation. Thus, one
can see why Plato should be interested in emphasizing how small the passive ele-
ment in belief-formation is. To do so, he restricts the general notion of percep-
tion to sense-perception in such a narrow sense and, moreover, to such a narrow
notion of sense-perception that we cannot even any longer be said to perceive
that something is red. It is this philosophical motivation that underlies Plato’s in-
troduction of a narrow use of “aisthanesthai” in the sense of “sense-perception,”
a sense which the word did not have ordinarily and which it did not have in
Plato’s earlier writings.



