
- ----ZENO VENDU:R ----- -

On What We Know 

1 

In spite of the repeated efforts of so many philosophers, since Plato's 
Theaetetus, to clarify the concept of knowledge, I am still dissatisfied 
with the result. There are a number of fairly obvious features of this 
concept which cannot be squared with the prevailing theories, and 
which are still being ignored by philosophers, who, as is their wont, are 
more interested in proving their theories by an arbitrary selection of 
facts than in the facts themselves which the theories are supposed to 
explain. 

The most persistent, and still dominant, line of analysis tries to un
derstand knowledge in terms of belief, true belief, true belief with ade
quate evidence, grounds, accessibility, or some other, often very elabo
rately and ingeniously stated condition. Whether such a claim is ad
vanced as a reduction or just as a list of necessary conditions, I think 
it is still misleading and prejudices the issue. For it is taken for granted 
by the proponents of this view that knowledge (at least in the sense of 
knowing that) can have the same object as belief, that is, that it is pos
sible to believe and to know exactly the same thing. 

This, to me, is a highly questionable assumption. Granted, it is non
sense to say that one knows that p but does not believe it. It need not 
follow, however, that in this case one must believe that p. What is 
known may be something that cannot be believed or disbelieved at all . 
In other words, the incongruity of the sentence I know that p but I do 
not believe it may be due not to an implied inconsistency but to a cate
gory confusion similar to the one embedded in the sentence I have a 
house but I do not covet it. As one cannot be said to covet or fail to 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: This paper was also read at a conference held at the University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill, in 1968, with Bruce Aune as the commentator. A 
modified version of it is included in my book Res Cogitans (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1972) . 
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covet one's own property, it may be the case that one cannot believe or 
disbelieve what one knows. Again, from the fact that what one knows 
cannot be false, it does not follow that it must be true and hence that 
knowledge must entail true belief, if what is known is not a thing to 
which truth and falsity apply. A picture may be faithful or not faithful, 
not its object; yet it is the conformity with the object that makes a 
picture faithful. In a similar way conformity with things known may 
render beliefs true, without these things being true themselves. At this 
point I offer these considerations as mere possibilities; the task remains 
to justify the analogies I have suggested. 

In recent years some other points have been added to our comprehen
sion of the concept of knowledge, such as Ryle's distinction between 
knowing that and knowing how, and Austin's recognition of the per
formative aspect of the verb to know. These are valuable insights, but 
the features they single out do not account for the essence of the con
cept. Knowing that is distinct from knowing how, as it is distinct from 
knowing who, what, when, where, why, or whether, from knowing a 
story, a house, or one's friend. What is it, beyond the use of the same 
word, that is common to all these cases, or, at least, what are the inter
locking similarities that would constitute a family resemblance? As to 
the performative aspect, its presence is not sufficient to make know a 
bona fide illocutionary verb; the intuition, moreover, that tells us that 
this verb, unlike, say, declare or promise, denotes a state and not a 
speech act is too strong to be ignored. In any case this aspect hardly 
applies beyond the domain of knowing that; consequently it too fails 
to account for the unity, no matter how loose, of this concept. 

2 

What do you know? Things of surprisingly many kinds. There are 
only a few verbs (among them another philosophers' darling, see) that 
display a similar versatility. In the previous section I mentioned in pass
ing the main categories of the possible verb objects of know. The verb 
believe, which is supposed to help us in our task, is much more restrict
ed. A comparison between these two verbs is indeed helpful to start 
with. In doing this, at the beginning, I shall operate on a rather un
sophisticated level, restricting my observations to what some grammari
ans would call the surface structure of the noun phrases involved. As 
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we go on, the very nature of the investigation will force us to break 
through the crust and reveal more and more of the underlying structure. 

There is a domain which appears to be shared by both verbs. This 
comprises the familiar that-clauses, i.e., nominals formed simply by pre
fixing that to an unaltered sentence. I know that and I believe that can 
be followed by any declarative sentence regardless of tense, modality, 
or structural variation. There is, on the other hand, a domain which is 
wholly owned by know to the exclusion of believe. One can be said to 
know, but not believe, birds and flowers, houses and cars, wines and 
detergents, cities and deserts. Practically any original noun will do with 
or without adjuncts such as the relative clause and its derivatives. Names 
and other phrases denoting people also qualify, of course, but at this 
point believe reenters the picture. After all, you can say that you believe 
Jane as well as that you know Jane. Needless to say, these two asser
tions have very little to do with one another. Believing a person may 
require knowing him (to some extent), but knowing him certainly does 
not entail believing him: the chief reason for not believing Jane may 
be the fact that you know her too well. At this point the reader will 
protest: "But, of course, know and believe operate in totally different 
ways in these cases!" In other words, the reader wants to peek below 
the surface. For the time being I shall thwart his desire. 

There is another group of nouns which is appropriate to either know 
or believe, and which creates a similar situation. I think of story, tale, 
explanation, theory, and, perhaps, opinion, suspiciOn, assumption, and 
the like. All these things can be known or believed, but even if known, 
the question of belief remains open: it is perfectly normal to say, for 
instance: I know the story but I do not believe it. The reader might 
want to protest again and voice his intuition. I still resist, for we do not 
yet know enough to see the reasons for the intuition. 

In connection with Ryle's knowing how, I have mentioned the other 
wh-forms, such as what, when, why, etc., that can introduce the verb 
object of know. This move, in general, fails with believe; whereas one 
can know where the treasure is hidden, one cannot believe where the 
treasure is hidden . There is one exception to this incompatibility, and 
that concerns what. I may believe what you said as I may know what 
you said . . Clearly the relation of these two claims is similar to the one 
just encountered between knowing and believing stories or people. The 
knowledge of what one said does not imply belief, but the belief of what 

372 

ON WllA'I' WE KNOW 

one said presupposes the k11owlcdgc of wlwt one said . Since tlic word 
what, unlike the ones figuring i11 the previous examples, is a purely 
grammatical word, we can nourish the hope that in this case we shall 
be able to disambiguate the offending phrase on syntactical grounds 
alone, and then apply the result to the previous contexts relieving there
by the reader's pent-up frustration. 

3 

There are whats and whats. Consider the following three sentences: 

( 1) · Joe lost his watch. 
( 2) I found what he lost. 
( 3) I know what he lost. 

Sentences ( 1) and ( 2) jointly entail that I found his watch. ( 1) and 
( 3), however, do not entail that I know his watch. What, in ( 2), 
amounts to that which (or the thing which), i.e., a demonstrative pro
noun (or a dummy noun) followed by the relative pronoun beginning 
a relative clause. As always, such a clause depends upon a noun-sharing 
between two ingredient sentences. The derivation of (2) can be sketched 

as follows: 

(4) I found (a watch) (4a) He lost (a watch) 

(5) I found (the watch) ( 5a) which he lost 

(6) I found that ( 6a) which he lost 

(7) I found what he lost 

Example ( 5a) is a relative clause obtained by replacing a watch by 
which. Since the clause is taken to be identifying, watch in ( 5) obtains 
the.1 In (6) that replaces the watch . Finally, in (7), that which is con

tracted info what. 
What, in ( 3), cannot be analysed into that which. It is not the watch 

he lost that I claim to know, but rather that it is a watch that he lost, 
although I put my claim in an indefinite form. What he lost, in this 
case, has nothing to do with a relative clause; it is a sentence nominaliza
tion on par with, say, who lost the watch, when he lost it, how he lost 
it, and the like. This nominalization operates by replacing a noun phrase 
or an adverbial phrase in the original sentence by wh plus the appro-

1 Concerning relative clauses and the definite article, see my Adjectives and 
Nominalisations (The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 1968), chap. 1. 
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priate pro-morpheme. Since the same replacement is used in the CO!'· 

responding question transformations, the resulting noun phrases arc 
traditionally called "indirect questions." This name is misleading, how
ever. Granted that after wonder, or some such verb, these nominals 
retain their interrogative flavor, but this is not true after know, tell, 
learn, or realize. This becomes clear as we contrast the sentences: 

I wonder what he lost, namely, a watch or a ring or etc. 
I know what he lost, namely, a watch. 

The strings following namely are not interchangeable. It is easy to re
store the underlying sentences from which these two are derived by the 
removal of redundancy. They are: 

I wonder what he lost, namely (I wonder whether he lost) a 
watch or a ring or . . . 

I know what he lost, namely (I know that he lost) a watch. 

The what-clause in this last sentence does not incorporate a question 
but a claim, albeit an indefinite one, which, in turn, is respecified by 
the namely string. It appears, therefore, that the what-clause after wonder 
comes via an earlier step in the process of nominalization, i.e., 

whether he lost a watch or a ring or etc. 

whereas the what-clause after know comes via a different intermediate 
step, to wit, 

that he lost a watch. 

The same ambiguity can be shown with respect to other wh-forms such 
as who, when, why, etc. Those coming through whether can indeed be 
called indirect questions, but the ones derived from the that-form. should 
rather be called indefinite claims. Accordingly, the correct analysis for 
(3) will be the following: 

(8) 
(9) 

(10) 
( 11) 

I know . 
I know 
I know . 

(8a) He lost (a watch) 
(9a) that he lost (a watch) 

( lOa) what he lost 
I know what he lost. 

Example (lOa), to repeat, is not a relative clause but a wh-nominal 
formed out of (9a). The dots in (8) to (10) indicate the "noun gap," 
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characteristic of container sentences, which is to be filled by an appro
priate nominal.2 

It is interesting to note that wh-clauses after the negation of know 
do not come through that but whether. The correct analysis of, say, 

I do not know what he ate 

and of 
I do not know where he went 

will show 
I do not know whether he ate ... or . . . or ... 

and 
I do not know whether he went to . . . or to . . . or to . . . 

rather than 
I do not know that he ate (fish) 

and 
I do not know that he went to (Paris). 

This is interesting linguistically: it shows that the negation precedes 
the nominalization in the generative process. 

Wh-nominals are not confined to the object position; they can occur 
as subjects too, e.g.: 

Who killed her is uncertain. 
Why she went there is a mystery. 

This possibility permits us to draw another interesting comparison be
tween the two structures underlying what he lost. 

( 12) What he lost is a watch. 
( 13) What he lost is a mystery. 

Sentence ( 12) is contracted from 

That which he lost is a watch 

which is an extraction transform of 

He lost a watch. 

Sentence ( 13), on the other hand, is certainly no transform of 

He lost a mystery. 

• Ibid., chap. 2. 
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These facts enable us to explain the ambiguity of what lie said in the 
sentences : 

( 14) I believe what he said 
( 15) I know what he said. 

Believe cannot take wh-nominals, consequently, the analysis of ( 14) 
cannot follow the pattern of (3). (2) provides the correct analogy: the 
object of believe is a pronoun (or dummy noun) followed by a relative 
clause. In full: · 

(a) I believe (that p) He said (that p) 
I believe that which he said 

I believe what he said. 

Roughly, the object of your saying and my believing is the same thing. 
Not so in ( 15). The object of my knowledge is not the object of his 
saying (that p), but, obviously, an indefinite version of that he said 
that p. Thus the derivation matches ( 8) to ( 11) above, i.e.: 

(b) I know He said (that p) 
I know that he said (that p) 
I know what he said 

I know what he said. 

The possibility of believing what ( = that which or the thing which) 
is restricted to "things" that can be objects of belief. For this reason, 
such sentences as 

* I believe what he lost 

are ruled out: the relevant co-occurrence sets of believe and Jose, unlike 
those of believe and say, do not overlap. Roughly speaking, believe de
mands that-clauses, but Jose requires object nouns. If so, the intelligent 
reader will ask, what saves ( 15) from being given the relative clause 
interpretation in addition to the other one, and from consequent am
biguity, since the object range of say and know widely overlaps in the 
domain of that-clauses? Twist as we might, ( 15) is not ambiguous. It 
seems, therefore, that the that-clauses following say are different from 
the that-clauses following know. And since the former are of the kind 
which is compatible with believe, it seems to follow that the that-clauses 
after know are different from the that-clauses after believe; i.e., that 
know and believe cannot have identical objects at all. As we go on, this 
suspicion will grow to certainty. 
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Just to rub in the point·, consider another verb, lc:ll . 111 this case L11c 

phrase knowing wliat lie told (somebody) is indeed ambiguous. Although 
the sentence 

I know what he told you 

most likely will be interpreted in the sense of the wh-nominal (I know 
that he told you that p), I can elicit the other interpretation by saying, 
for instance, 

I already knew what he just told you. 

Here I claim to know that p (which he just told you). One cannot play 
the same trick with say. The sentence, 

I already knew what he just said (to you) 

is substandard, and the improved version, 

I already knew what he would say . 

once more selects the path of the wh-nominal. Know therefore is capable 
of absorbing the dummy for a that-clause, provided this latter is of the 
right kind. Now tell, but not say, seems to provide such. What, then, 
is the difference between say and teII in this respect? I shall take up this 
problem later on. For the time being, let us remember that as there are 
whats and whats, there are thats and thats. 

4 

It is time to return to the problem of knowing and believing people 
and stories. First I shall consider belief. It is clear that a sentence such 
as 

( 16) I believe Jane 

must be elliptical. For one thing, the breakdown of two common trans
formations (passive and extraction) shows that the sentence is "abnormal" 
for some reason or other: 

* Jane is believed by me 
? It is Jane that I believe. 

Intuition tells us that what (16) means is this: 

I believe what Jane said (would or will say). 

What, of course, is that which. This intuition mirrors a general deletion 
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pattern that tends to substitute the subject of saying or doing something 
for the saying or doing itself. E.g.: 

I refuted him (what he claimed) 
I understood him (what he said) 
I imitated him (what he did) 
I heard him (his voice) 

and so on. In a similar way, the sentence 

I believe his story (explanation, etc.) 

is but an ellipsis of 

I believe what his story (contains, says, etc.) 

The verbs in the parentheses are not to be taken too seriously. They are 
but idiomatic crutches to facilitate the move to the deep structure. 
What is essential is that this latter contains the elements, 

I believe that p 
His story (explanation, etc.) is that p 

and that the two are fused into a relative clause construction by virtue 
of the identical noun phrase (that p). 

It appears, therefore, that all occurrences of believe (I am not con
sidering believing in somebody or something) can be reduced to believ
ing that. 

Nevertheless, this verb retains some latitude, inasmuch as it can take 
substitutes for the that-clauses (it, thing, what). This, interestingly 
enough, is not true of a cognate verb, think. This one takes that-clauses 
without discrimination, but refuses substitutes. One can answer, for in
stance, I believe it but not I think it, and owing to the exclusion of 
dummies, it is impossible to think a person, a story, or what one said. 
Later on I shall return to this difference between think and believe. 

What, then, about knowing a story, an explanation, or other things 
of this sort? Knowing these things differs from believing them in exactly 
the same way as knowing what one said differs from believing what one 
said. Accordingly, say, knowing a story is but shorthand for knowing 
what the story is or how the story goes. And, as the parallel with how 
clearly indicates, this what is not that which. The same about tales, 
reasons, explanations, excuses, and theories offered by somebody or 
other. Incidentally, whereas these things, as we recall, can also be be-
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licved (but what a diffcn.:nce!), poems, jokes, names, forcig11 words, 
tongue twisters, and the like can be known bnt not believed. 'J'lic reason 
is obvious. The possibility of believing, say, a story is founded upon the 
sentence in the deep structure: 

The story is that p 

which makes the relative clause inclusion possible. Poems, tongue twist
ers, etc., on the other hand, cannot be reproduced in that-clauses; 
consequently there is no way of connecting them with believe. Nothing 
prevents their being known, however. Knowing a poem, for instance, 
is knowing how it goes, or, if one is more ambitious, knowing how it is 
to be understood, interpreted, and what not. 

The availability of the inexhaustible variety of wh-nominals the verb 
know can take makes it a relatively easy matter to explicate one element 
of the concept of knowing such things as a person, a house, a car, or a 
city. What, for instance, can you possibly mean when you say that you 
know Jane? There is a "minimal" sense of this claim, which is satisfied 
if you have ever met her in the flesh and, perhaps, talked to her. Yet 
in spite of such an encounter you may still insist that you do not know 
her ("I have met her, but I do not know her at all"). What is it that 
you disclaim in this case? What would be knowing her in this fuller 
sense? Well, it is an open-ended affair. It might be merely knowing 
what her full name is, where she comes from, what she does for a living, 
and other particulars of this sort. If you know her better, if you "really" 
know her, then you know what she thinks, how she feels about various 
matters, what she would do if . . . ; consequently you know how to 
treat her, and the like. 

Knowing all these things about Jane will not, however, normally en
title one to claim that one knows her without the personal acquaintance 
previously mentioned. I do not know Mao Tse-tung, although I know 
many things about him. Yet some latitude remains in this respect. 
Churchill could have said truthfully, during World War II, "I know 
Hitler, he would destroy his country rather than surrender," even if he 
never met Hitler in the flesh. But, one might argue, they at least had 
some dealings with one another, which is not true of Mao and me. 
Again, the phrase I used to know him many years ago suggests an inter
ruption of contact rather than of the flow of relevant information.3 

3 I am indebted to Paul Ziff for a clearer perception of these two aspects of 
knowing a person. 

379 



Zc110 V cncller 

Mutatis muntandis, the same analysis works for knowing houses, ca rs, 
cities, and the like. Does the armchair geographer who knows a great 
deal about Lhasa know Lhasa? Does the little old lady from Dubuque 
who spent two days in Paris with a guided tour know Paris? 

I suspect that the requirement of contact (acquaintance) is a hang
over from the ancient sense of know, according to which knowing, say, 
pain and misery meant having these things, and which sense is also 
reflected in the phrase carnal knowledge. We are going to see, toward 
the end of this essay, that this element of contact with something 
actually "there" still pertains to the concept of knowledge throughout 
the entire domain of its application.4 

The phrase I used above, knowing how to treat her, represents a new 
construction which I did not mention before among the possible objects 
of know. It is by no means restricted to knowing how. I know whom to 
blame, what to do, where to look, and when to stop in many situations. 
The transformational origin of these phrases is quite clear. The infinitive, 
to V +, is generally used in sentence nominalizations to code a noun
sharing between the subject of the nominalized sentence and either the 
subject or the direct object of the container sentence, provided there is 
a modal verb in the latter sentence. These features can be brought out 
with greater or lesser grammaticality in appropriate paraphrases; e.g.: 

I decided to go - I decided that I should go 
I persuaded him to go - I persuaded him that he should go 
I know where to go - I know where I should go 
I know how to solve the problem - I know how I can solve the 

problem, 

and so forth . As we see, there is nothing special about knowing how to. 
Reviewing our results, we find that the acquaintance sense aside, all 

verb objects of know, other than the that-clause, can be reduced to 
wh-nominals. Now these, themselves, are nothing but indefinite versions 
of that-clauses, formed, as we recall, by replacing a noun phrase or an 
adverbial phrase in the sentence following that by wh plus the appropri
ate pro-morpheme. Consequently whenever I claim that I know wh 
. . . , I guarantee that I could make another claim in which the wh
nominal is replaced by a corresponding that-clause. It makes perfect 

• In many languages there are two separate words corresponding to know; one 
for noun-clause objects and the other for simple noun objects ( kennen-wissen, 
connaitre-savoir, etc.) . 
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sense lo say tliat] know wl1al: lie did , but I wo11l<l not tell yon; to say, 
on the oilier hand, that I know what he did, bnt l could not possibly 
tell you, is a bsurcl. 

It will be objected here that in some cases of knowing how it is im
possible to tell, in words, what one knows. I know how to tie a necktie, 
but I could not tell you in words alone. I grant this, but point out that 
this situation is possible with nearly all the knowing wh forms. I know 
what coffee tastes like, what the color magenta looks like, where it itches 
on my back, when I should stop drinking, how the coast line of Angola 
runs, but I could not tell you in words alone. I must have, however, 
some other means to supplement words: pointing, offering a sample, a 
sketch, a demonstration, or saying "now." By these means I can tell you, 
or show you, what I know : I know that magenta looks like this (offering 
a sample), that it itches here (pointing), that I should stop drinking 
now. The need of supplementing words with nonlinguistic media affects 
knowing how, and knowing wh in general, exactly because it affects the 
corresponding knowing that. 

I leave it to the imagination of the reader to account, along similar 
lines, for the meaning of phrases such as knowing geography, knowing 
Aristotle, or knowing Russian. 

5 
In the previous section we have concluded that the basic form of the 

verb object for both believe and know is the that-clause. Yet at the be
ginning I suggested that these verbs cannot have the same verb object. 
These two claims need not conflict, of course, if that-clauses can be 
ambiguous. And, indeed, we have already encountered one reason for 
thinking that they are. Roughly, the object of saying, a that-clause, can 
be the object of belief, but not the object of knowledge. In this section 
I shall gather the remainder of the evidence that points in the same 
direction. 

The main argument I am going to advance involves a group of nouns 
that are normally joined to that-clauses by means of the copula, e.g.: 

His suggestion is that p 
That p is his prediction 
That p is a fact 
The cause of the phenomenon is that p. 
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Clearly there is a need to subdivide this class. Words like suggcst:iou, 
prediction, statement, confession, testimony, excuse on the one hand, 
and belief, opinion, assumption, view, theory, and suspicion on the 
other, are derivatives either of illocutionary verbs or of verbs of proposi
tional states. This is shown in the typical transformation exemplified by 

He suggested that p - That p is his suggestion 
He suspects that p - That pis his suspicion. 

The that-clause, accordingly, is tied to a person and this tie is specified 
by the words I listed, and which I shall call "subjective" P-nouns. This 
class is to be distinguished from the class of "objective" P-nouns, which 
will comprise fact, cause, result, outcome, upshot, and a few others. 
Facts, causes, and the like do not belong to anybody, and the transfor
mation just given has no parallel. Some P-nouns cross the line, e.g., 
reason and explanation: one can speak of Joe's reason or Joe's explana
tion versus the reason or the explanation. 

These two groups behave quite differently with respect to know and 
believe. Subjective P-nouns can follow either verb, but the analyses of 
the resulting sentences follow quite different lines. If, for instance, 
someone's suggestion is that p, then believing his suggestion is believing 
that p; knowing that suggestion, however, never means knowing that p, 
but rather knowing what that suggestion is, i.e., knowing that the sug
gestion is that p. It appears, therefore, that that-clauses marked by sub
jective P-nouns are per se compatible with believe, but not with know. 
This latter verb cannot take on these that-clauses except in a roundabout 
way, via the wh-nominal. 

In view of what we found before, it is easy to give the analyses of the 
two sentences involved: 

( c) I believe (that p) His suggestion is (that p) 
I believe that which is his suggestion 

I believe what is his suggestion 
I believe his suggestion 

( d) I know . His suggestion is (that p) 
I know . that his suggestion is (that p) 
I know . what his suggestion is 

I know his suggestion. 

The sentence with believe cannot follow the second pattern, since, as 
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we recall, this verb ca1111ot t·akc w/i-nomiuals. What is more iutcrcsting, 
and indeed clc.cisivc, is that the sentence with know docs not conform to 
the first pattern. The clause that p, insofar as it is marked as a sugges
tion, that is, as something subjective, something produced by an illocu
tionary act, is not an appropriate object of know. 

The situation is quite different with objective P-nouns. They naturally 
follow know, but only with great strain believe. You may know the facts 
about the crime, the cause of the explosion, the result of too much 
publicity, and the outcome of the trial. But what, possibly, could be 
meant by a sentence such as I believe the cause of the explosion or I 
believe the outcome of the trial? It might be objected that results are 
said to be believed or disbelieved: it makes sense to say I do not believe 
the results of the autopsy. We quickly realize, however, that in this case 
one speaks of the results submitted by some experts; they are "their" 
results. If no human authorship is involved, then believing or disbeliev
ing results is impossible; it is nonsense to say, for instance, I do not 
believe the results of the inflation. In a similar way one may believe or 
not believe the "facts" submitted by the police, but not the facts about 
the crime. 

The analysis of a sentence like I know the cause of the explosion is 
interesting. It goes via the wh-nominal: I know what is the cause of the 
explosion, i.e., I know that the cause of the explosion is that p. This, 
of course, entails that I know that p. If I know that the cause of the 
explosion was the overheating of the wire (that the wire got overheated), 
then I know that the wire got overheated. The words cause, result, out
come, and so forth are relative, inasmuch as they are followed by a 
genitive structure in nonelliptical sentences: causes, results, outcomes, 
and the like are causes, results, and outcomes of something or other. 
Hence knowing the cause of the explosion is not merely knowing that 
p, which is the cause, but knowing that that pis the cause, i.e., knowing 
what is the cause. 

Facts are not relative in this respect. Consequently these two paths 
merge into one. Indeed, I know that that p is a fact or I know, for a fact, 
that p are but emphatic forms of I know that p. Of course one can relate 
facts to something or other and say, for example, I know the facts about 
the crime, which means I know what are the tacts about the crime, i.e., 
I know that the tacts about the crime are that p and that q, etc. This, 
naturally, entails that I know that p, that q etc. 
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At this point we should recall what we said about the relevant differ
ence between say and tell. If you said that p, and I believe what you 
said, then I believe that p; knowing what you said, however, does not 
mean knowing that p, but knowing that you said that p. Tell works 
differently: if you told me that p, then knowing what you told me may 
mean, in a suitable context, that I know that p. This seems to suggest 
that tell, but not say, is an objective P-verb. It is not surprising to find, 
therefore, that one can tell, but not say, the facts about the crime, the 
cause of the explosion, the outcome of the trial, and so forth. Tell be
longs to the family of know; say to that of believe. 

The urge to find symmetries makes us ask the question, why is it that 
one cannot say suggestions, predictions, opinions, and the like. The 
answer is simple. Say like think can take that-clauses, but not their sub
stitutes: you may believe that p, think that p, or say that p; but if I 
suggested that p, then you may believe my suggestions, but not think 
or say my suggestion. 

But, you object, I can surely tell you my suggestion or opinion, and 
this move seems to cross the line between the subjective and the objec
tive. No more, I reply, than knowing opinions or suggestions. The wh
nominal bridges over the gap. Telling your suggestion, or knowing your 
suggestion, is telling, or knowing, what that suggestion is (and what, 
here, is not that which). Telling your suggestion is not the same thing 
as suggesting or making a suggestion. A suggestion is a subjective entity. 
That one has made a suggestion, however, is something objective, it may 
be a fact. 

Wh-nominals in general belong to the objective domain. We have 
seen that they are compatible with know but not with believe. Similarly 
they can follow tell but hardly say. I can tell you where I went yesterday 
and what I did there and why. Putting say for tell in such context, how
ever, will yield ungrammaticality or at least substandard speech: 

?He said where he went ( ... what he did, ... why he did it). 

But notice that negation changes the picture. The sentence 

He did not say where he went ( . . . what he did, ... why he 
did it) 

sounds distinctly better. We know, of course, that the presence of nega
tion means that the subsequent wh-clause is to be derived not from 
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tha t p hnt· ratl1cr from wh ctl1 cr p or q or . . . This may suggest Hia t 

the objectivity of such clauses is somewhat problematic. A comparison 
with P-nouns will round out the picture. Sentences such as 

*His suspicion is why she did it 
*Who killed her is my opinion 

are ungrammatical. On the other hand, it is easy to pair wh-clauses with 
objective P-nouns: 

What he did was the result of despair 
How he said it was the cause of the scandal. 

It will be helpful to consider a very common verb, state, at this point. 
From our present point of view it is like tell, rather than say, since 
obviously one can state a fact, or the cause, the result or the explanation 
of something or other. What one states, therefore, is something objec
tive. One's statement, on the other hand, is not. For whereas what one 
states may be a fact, one's statement, even if true, is never a fact. Ac
cordingly, knowing your statement cannot be anything but knowing 
what that statement is; knowing what you stated, however, may amount 
to knowing that p, which you stated. Believing your statement, on the 
other hand, necessarily means believing that p, which you stated. 

A little exercise for amusement's sake. What do the following sen

tences mean? 

( 17) I believe what you believe. 
(18) Iknowwhatyoubelieve. 
(19) *lbelievewhatyouknow. 
(20) I know what you know. 

Sentence (17) means that you and I share a belief. (18) means that I 
know what your belief is. (19) is deviant. (20) is ambiguous: it either 
means that I know what it is that you know, or (with a stress on you) 
that you and I share a piece of knowledge. 

All these facts can readily be accounted for by the following simple 
hypothesis. There are two kinds of that-clauses, the subjective and the 
objective. They are distinct because, first, they have entirely different 
co-occurrence restrictions: one kind fits subjective P-nouns and subjec
tive verbs such as say and believe, the other kind fits objective P-nouns 
and such objective verbs as tell and know; second, their transformational 
potential is different: objective that-clauses are open to the wh-nominali-
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zation, but subjective ones are not. Thus we see that the sccmi11gly 
trivial and unexplainable "accident" of grammar that, for instance, it is 
possible for me to know what you ate, but not to believe what you ate, 
is, in fact, an important clue to the discovery of a fundamental distinc
tion in linguistic structure and in our conceptual framework. 

We have seen that that-clauses (or their pronoun substitutes) are in
compatible with certain contexts as a result of their being embedded 
in a more immediate context. Since the incompatibility works both ways, 
we have to assume that the immediate context imprints a mark on the 
clause and this marker, subjective or objective, then decides its further 
co-occurrence restrictions and its transformational behavior with respect 
to the wh-nominalization. Take the phrase believing what one knows. 
Since believe rejects wh-nominals, what has to be that which. That is a 
pronoun substituting for a that-clause governed by the objective verb 
know, which clause, accordingly, bears an objective marker. This, how
ever, precludes the context believe. The phrase, therefore, is ungram
matical; one cannot possibly believe what one knows. 

6 

Thus far, surprisingly enough for an essay on knowledge and belief, 
we have said very little about truth and falsity. The considerations just 
given concerning subjective and objective P-nouns and other proposi
tional containers make it possible to fill this gap at this point. If one 
asks the question, what are the things that are paradigmatically true or 
false, the answer wi11 contain the set of subjective P-nouns, i.e., state
ment, assertion, testimony, etc., on the one hand and belief, assumption, 
suspicion, etc., on the other. Turning to objective P-nouns, we find that 
although the adjective true can be ascribed to them, the resulting com
pounds require a rather special interpretation. Compare, for instance, 
true statement and true result. The analysis of the former phrase is 
simple and straightforward: a true statement is a statement which is 
true. The phrase true result, however, suggests a different interpretation: 
a true result is not a result which is true, but something which is truly 
("really") the result of something or other. In this sense true (like real) 
contrasts not with false but with aIIeged. In the same way the true facts 
of the case will be contrasted with the alleged facts, true causes with al
leged causes, and so forth. In all these contexts true can be replaced 
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by rca/ wilho111· a11y loss of 111c;111i11g. /i';i/.w..:, 11Hncovcr, hardly applies al· 
all; what wo11ld he· a false fact, false cause, or false result? Of course, 
we know from elsewhere that true in this adverbial sense is not the 
opposite of false: such phrases as true tisl1 or true Nortli do not have 
false fish or false North as opposites; nor do, for that matter, false teeth 
and false hair have true teeth and true hair for opposites. To argue, 
therefore, that since there are no false facts, false causes, or false results, 
all facts, causes, and results must be true, is to commit the same blunder 
as to conclude that since there are no false fish all fish must be true, 
or to insist that all hair must be false, since true hair does not exist. 
Insofar as true is opposed to false (i.e., used in an adjectival sense), facts 
and causes, results and outcomes, are neither true nor false. 

We have found, however, that it is exactly these things that are the 
immediate objects of knowledge. It follows, then, that what is known 
is not something that can be true or false. What I say or what I believe 
is true or false, not what I know. 

"But, surely-you object-what I know must be so, must be the 
case, or even must be the truth. Now do these phrases not mean the 
saine thing as must be true?" No, they do not. Consider, once more, the 
verb state. We have shown that the two derivatives, his statement and 
what he stated are very different. The former belongs to the subjective 
domain: his statement may be true, but his statement cannot be a fact. 
What he stated, however, can be; people often state facts. And, I add 
now, what he stated may be so, may be the case, or may be the truth. 
His statement, on the other hand, is never the case or the truth. For 
the same reason, whereas it is possible to tell the truth or tell what is 
the case, it is not possible to say the truth or say what is the case. Tell, 
as we recall, is an objective verb, say a subjective one. 

The phrases is so, is the case, is the truth are near synonyms with is 
a fact. The phrase is true, on the other hand, does not belong to this 
set. The thing which is true is not a fact, it only fits the facts, corre
sponds to what is the case, and, perhaps, agrees with the truth. Conse
quently, what I believe, or what I say, may fit the facts, in which case 
it is true; or may fail to fit the facts, in which case it is false. What I 
know, however, is the fact itself, not something that merely corresponds, 
or fails to correspond, to the facts. 

"We make to ourselves pictures of facts." 5 We form, conceive, or 

• L. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Phi1osopl1icus, 2.1 . 

387 



Zeno V cncllcr 

adopt beliefs, opinions, and the like. And we issue such pictures for 1'11 
benefit of others in making statements and suggestions, in giving testi
moni.es, descriptions, and so forth. These are subjective things, hum:in 
creations; they belong to people: we speak of Joe's beliefs or Jane's state· 
ments. Facts, results, causes, etc., are objective: they do not belong to 
anybody. They are "there" to be found, located, or discovered. 
~ picture is affected by the imperfections of the painter. Accordingly 

beliefs, statements, and other subjective things, even when true, bear 
the marks of human ignorance: they represent the facts from a certain 
poi~t of view, in a given perspective. What I am driving at is the refer
ential opaqueness of such contexts. Even if it is true that Joe believes 
that A. S. Onassis married Jacqueline Kennedy, it may be false that he 
believes that Onassis married the widow of the thirty-fifth president 
of the United States. Yet these two possible beliefs are true together, 
because they correspond to the same fact. Given this, we are faced with 
a serious difficulty. If the object of knowledge is not a subjective replica, 
but the objective fact itself, as we have claimed, then why is it that not 
only belief-contexts, but also knowledge-contexts are referentially opaque? 
For even if Joe knows that A. S. Onassis has married Jacqueline Kennedy, 
it is possible that he does not know that Onassis married the widow of 
the thirty-fifth president of the United States. 

This is a very difficult problem, which requires the utmost care. Let 
us return to the picture analogy. Given two pictures of the same thing, 
say, of a rose, my claim that I see this or that picture of the rose does 
not entail that I see the rose itself. I do, of course, see the rose "in the 
pictur~," but seeing something "in the picture" is not the same thing 
as seemg something simpliciter. Therefore, seeing two pictures of the 
same. thing does not entail seeing the same thing. Now consider seeing the 
rose itself from two points of view. Do I see the same thing? Yes and no. 
~es, if I focus my attention on the object seen; no, if I focus my atten
tion on the aspect (appearance) presented to me in the two glances. 

I claim that the situation is similar with respect to belief versus 
knowledge. Two persons may hold different beliefs mirroring the same 
fact; they have, as it were, different pictures of it. If, however, two per
sons know the same fact, what they know, in one sense, will be the 
same thing, although what they know may appear to them in different 
perspectives. The person who knows that Onassis married Jacqueline 
Kennedy, and the person who knows that Onassis married the widow 
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of the late president, without either of them knowing that Jacqueline 
is that widow, know the same fact, namely, both know whom Onassis 
married. A parallel move, as we recall, is impossible with believe. I can
not claim that two persons having beliefs that mirror the same fact, but 
differ in the referential apparatus, have the same belief, for example in 
our case, that they both believe whom Onassis married. The wh-nominal 
transcends referential opaqueness. It is not surprising, therefore, that its 
application is restricted to objective contexts. The possibility of wh
nominalization marks the objective domain of the language. 

7 

Now the intuitive pieces fall into a consistent pattern. The widely dif
ferent ways in which we think of knowledge and belief, the difference 
in their conceptual environment, bears out the conclusion we estab
lished by more formal means. I shall select a few salient points for dis
cussion, but the list could be continued and the details amplified to the 
extent of one's patience and curiosity. 

I begin with the well-known difference in the form of the relevant 
questions: Why do you believe ... ? and How do you know ... ? 
Why demands reasons, but how asks for the manner of a successful 
achievement. Forming a belief, like painting a picture, or imagining 
something, is a human act, which can be recommended (You ought 
to believe it), praised (. . . a reasonable belief), or condemned (. . . 
a foolish belief), and for which one might and should have reasons. One 
does not say, on the other hand, that one has reasons for one's knowl
edge. Knowing something does not involve something like forming a 
picture; it is rather like seeing what is there. And you do not have rea
sons for seeing something either. The relevant question here is con
cerned with the source of the information: how did you find it out, 
"whence" do you know? 6 

Still, we can say you ought to know as much as you ought to believe. 
But what a difference! You ought to believe something if you have good 
reasons for doing so. You ought to know is ambiguous. One sense is 
this: you ought to learn it, or have learnt it (say, from a textbook). The 
other is more interesting: you had the opportunity (you were in a posi-

•"Uncle scis ... ?" asked the Romans and "Woher wissen Sie ... ?" ask 
the Germans. 
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tion) to learn, realize, or find out. You ougl1t to believe is a rc<.:0111-

rnendation, you ought to know, in this interesting sense, is a reminder. 
Then compare refusing to believe and (if it exists at all) refusing t:o 

know. The attitude of I do not want to believe is like a struggle agaiust: 
a compulsive image, but the attitude of I do not want to know is simi
lar to closing one's eyes. Again, contrast the unbelievable with the un
knowable. The unbelievable is something utterly unlikely, unexpected, 
or outrageous. The unknowable need not be any of these things; it 
may be quite simple. What makes the unknowable unknowable is not 
its internal nature, but the fact that we cannot have access to it. Think 
of the parallel contrast between what cannot be imagined (that defies 
the imagination) and what cannot be seen. 

People have and share beliefs but not knowledges. This is so because 
the immediate object of believing is a belief, a picture of reality. The 
immediate object of knowing is not "a knowledge," a picture of reality, 
but reality itself. 
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Vendler on Knowledge and Belief 

Philosophers commonly assume that it is possible to believe and to 
know exactly the same thing- for instance, to believe and to know that 
snow is white. Vendler tells us that this assumption is actually mistaken; 
in his view "one cannot possibly believe what one knows" because, 
among other things, the phrase 'believing what one knows' is ungram
matical. I shall explain why the arguments he offers are unconvincing. 

Vendler churns up many interesting grammatical facts in the course 
of his essay, but his final 9onclusions regarding knowledge and belief 
are reached by a very obscure line of thought involving, apparently, two 
distinguishable stages. He tries to show, first, that certain 'that'-clauses 
introduced as grammatical objects of the verb 'believe' are not "per se 
compatible" with the verb 'know.' He then uses this conclusion, along 
with grammatical facts about other verbs and their objects, to support 
a general hypothesis about two kinds of 'that'-clauses, one "subjective" 
and the other "objective." The verb 'believes,' he says, takes subjective 
'that'-clauses, and 'know' takes objective 'that'-clauses; consequently, 
there can be no "same thing" to serve as a common object of 'He be
lieves' and 'He knows.' 

As I see it, Vendler's first line of argument does not really support 
his conclusion regarding the compatibility of certain 'that'-clauses with 
both 'believe' and 'know,' and this latter conclusion, being unsupported, 
adds no weight to the general hypothesis he subsequently develops. His 
general hypothesis is, moreover, defective for reasons I shall mention 
toward the end of this paper. 

The basic structure of his first line of argument appears to be the 
following. If someone's suggestion is that p, then believing his sugges
tion is believing that p. Yet knowing his suggestion is not knowing 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: This paper was originally read at a symposium with Zeno Vendler 
held at the University of North· Carolina in November 1968. 
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