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A G A I N S T  T H E  A CA D E M I C S

T H R E E  B O O K S  A G A I N S T  T H E  A C A D E M I C S  
B Y  S A I N T  A U R E L I U S  A U G U S T I N E ,  B I S H O P  

O F  H I P P O .  ( C )

ADMONITION CONCERNING THE FOLLOWING THREE 

BOOKS AGAINST THE ACADEMICS.

Correct order requires that the books Against 
the Academics—which were the first of all to be 
reviewed by Augustine and preceded the others 
(with the exception of the work On the Beautiful 
and the Fitting, which, being a product of his 
younger years, perished immediately after publi
cation)—should be restored here to their proper 
place. Indeed, since the holy Doctor had long 
ago absorbed the arguments of the Academics 
against the perception of truth, even when he had 
attained the truth through the grace of God, they 
continued to cause him some trouble. To dispel 
these, he resolved not only to persist in diligent 
private meditations but also to hold a disputa
tion with his friends. Furthermore, he divided 
this discussion, held over several days, into three 
books and sent them to his fellow citizen and 
patron, Romanianus, exhorting him to the study 
of philosophy.

The first book presents Licentius and 
Trygetius engaging with each other, the latter ar
guing against the Academics, the former in favor 
of them: whether a happy life is to be placed in 
the knowledge of truth, or, on the contrary, in its 
mere investigation. There, what error is and what 
wisdom is are explained at length.
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In the second book, St. Augustine reviews the 
tenets of the Academics; Alypius pursues the dis
tinctions between the Old and the New Academy. 
The opinion of these philosophers is exploded, 
who, while they thought that truth could not be 
grasped, nevertheless professed to follow what is 
likely (veri simile).

In the third book, Alypius denies that truth 
can be found according to the parts undertaken; 
Augustine proves that it is known by the wise 
man, as one who at least knows wisdom. Here 
he himself then discusses Zeno's definition, and 
refutes those two sayings of the Academics: 
Nothing can be perceived, and, Assent should 
be given to nothing. Finally, he says it seems to 
him that the Academics did not think as they are 
commonly believed to have.

He wrote these books at the beginning of his 
conversion in the villa of Cassiciacum, after a very 
few days had passed, as he says, since he began 
to live there (Lib. 1, c. 1, n. 4); and so towards the 
end of the year 386, when, having resigned his 
profession of rhetoric, he retired there so that he 
might be entirely free for the purging of his mind 
and worthily prepare himself for holy Baptism. 
Consult the annotation in lib. 3, c. 20.

S T.  A U G U S T I N E ,  E P I S T.  1 ,  T O  H E R M O G E N I
A N U S .

I would never dare to provoke the Academics 
even in jest—for when would the authority of 
such great men not move me, unless I thought 
they were of a far different opinion than is com

4



A G A I N S T  T H E  A CA D E M I C S

monly believed? Therefore, I have rather imitated 
them as much as I was able, than attacked them, 
which I am not at all able to do. For it seems to 
me to have been sufficiently appropriate for the 
times that, if anything sincere flowed from the 
Platonic fount, it should be led through shady 
and thorny thickets for the nourishment of a 
very few men, rather than, flowing through open 
places, it could in no way be kept liquid and pure 
with cattle rushing in from all sides . . . . . But 
in this age, when we see no philosophers, except 
perhaps in the cloak of the body, whom indeed 
I would hardly judge worthy of so venerable a 
name; men seem to me to be brought back, if the 
opinion of the Academics has deterred any by the 
ingenuity of words from the comprehension of 
things, into the hope of finding the truth: lest that 
which was adapted for a time for the eradication 
of the deepest errors, should now begin to be an 
impediment to the insertion of knowledge . . . . . . 
Indeed, in whatever way those letters may be, it 
does not so much delight me that, as you write, I 
have conquered the Academics (for you write this 
perhaps more lovingly than truly); as that I have 
broken off for myself that most hateful tether by 
which I was restrained from the breast of philos
ophy by the despair of truth, which is the food of 
the mind.

F R O M  B O O K  X V  O N  T H E  T R I N I T Y ,  C H A P T E R  
X I I .

Against the Academics . . . who contend that 
nothing can be known by man . . . are our three 
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books, written at the first time of our conversion: 
which whoever is able and willing to read, and 
understands them when read, will certainly not 
be moved by the many arguments they have 
invented against the perception of truth. See the 
book Enchiridion, c. 20.
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BOOK ONE.

Romanianus is incited to philosophy by the 
preface of this book, in which his son Licentius 
engages with Trygetius through three disputa
tions. The former argues on behalf of the Acade
mics that a happy life consists in the mere inves
tigation of truth; the latter, on the contrary, that 
it consists only in the comprehension of truth. 
The definition of error comes into contention, as 
well as the definition of wisdom, which is clearly 
explained.

C H A P T E R  O N E .- - - H E  E X H O R T S  R O M A N I
A N U S  T O  T R U E  P H I L O S O P H Y .

1. Oh, would that, Romanianus, virtue could 
in turn snatch away from opposing fortune a 
man suited for herself, just as she allows no 
one to be snatched away from her! By now she 
would certainly have laid her hand upon you, 
proclaiming you to be under her own jurisdic
tion, and, translating you into the possession of 
the surest goods, she would not permit you to 
serve even prosperous circumstances. But since 
it has been so arranged, whether because of our 
merits or because of the necessity of nature (Lib. 
1 Retract., c. 1, n. 2), that the port of wisdom 
never receives the divine soul clinging to mortals

7



A G A I N S T  T H E  A CA D E M I C S

—where it would be moved neither by a contrary 
blast of fortune nor by a favorable one; unless 
fortune herself, whether favorable or, so to speak, 
adverse, leads it there: nothing remains for us on 
your behalf but vows, by which we may obtain, 
if we can, from that God to whom these things 
are a care, that He restore you to yourself; for 
thus He will easily restore you to us also; and 
that He allow that mind of yours, which has long 
been struggling for breath, at last to emerge into 
the breezes of true liberty. For perhaps what is 
commonly called fortune is governed by a certain 
hidden order; and we call nothing else 'chance' 
in things, except that whose reason and cause is 
secret (Ibid.): and nothing, whether of advantage 
or disadvantage, happens in a part which does 
not fit and agree with the whole. This sentiment, 
issued by the oracles of the richest doctrines and 
removed very far from the understanding of the 
profane, philosophy promises to demonstrate to 
her true lovers, to which I invite you. Therefore, 
since many things unworthy of your soul happen 
to you, do not despise yourself. For if divine prov
idence extends even to us, which is least of all to 
be doubted, believe me, it is necessary that it be 
dealt with you as it is being dealt. For when, with 
your great natural talent, which I always admire, 
you entered upon human life—full of all errors—
from early youth with a still weak and stumbling 
step of reason, the overflow of riches received 
you, which had begun to swallow up that age 
and mind eagerly following what seemed beau
tiful and honorable in alluring whirlpools, had 
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not those blasts of fortune, which are thought ad
verse, snatched you away when almost sinking.

2. Or indeed, if, while you were providing 
games of bears and spectacles never seen there 
before for our citizens, the theatrical applause 
had always received you most prosperously; if 
you were carried to heaven by the joined and 
consenting voices of foolish men, of whom there 
is an immense crowd; if no one dared to be your 
enemy; if the municipal tablets recorded you in 
bronze as the patron not only of the citizens 
but also of the neighbors; if statues were set up, 
honors flowed in, and even powers were added 
which surpassed the municipal status; if rich ta
bles were spread for daily banquets; if whatever 
anyone needed, or whatever even anyone's deli
cacies thirsted for, he would ask without doubt 
and drink without doubt, and many things were 
poured out even for those not asking; and if 
the family estate itself, diligently and faithfully 
administered by your people, showed itself suffi
cient and ready for such great expenses: and you 
meanwhile lived in the most exquisite masses of 
buildings, in the splendor of baths, in gaming 
which honesty does not reject, in hunts, in ban
quets, being touted as most refined, most gener
ous, most elegant, most fortunate, as you were, in 
the mouths of clients, in the mouths of citizens, 
and finally in the mouths of peoples: would any
one, Romanianus, anyone, I ask, dare to make 
mention to you of another happy life, which 
alone is happy? could anyone persuade you not 
only that you were not happy, but that you were 
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most miserable in that you least seemed so to 
yourself? But now, how briefly have so many and 
such great adversities which you have endured 
made you to be admonished! For you are not to be 
persuaded by the examples of others how fleeting 
and fragile, and full of calamities, are all things 
which mortals think to be good, since you have 
so well experienced it from some part that we can 
persuade others from your case.

3. That, therefore—that quality of yours by 
which you always desired things becoming and 
honorable; by which you preferred to be generous 
rather than rich; by which you never desired to be 
more powerful than more just, and never yielded 
to adversities and wickednesses: that very thing, 
I say, which is divine in you and which has been 
lulled to sleep by some slumber and lethargy of 
this life, secret providence has decreed to awaken 
by those various and hard tossings. Awake, 
awake, I beg you; believe me, you will greatly 
congratulate yourself that the gifts of this world 
have flattered you with almost no prosperities 
by which the unwary are held: which were daily 
striving to capture me myself even as I was 
singing these things, had not a pain in my chest 
forced me to cast aside my windy profession 
and flee to the bosom of philosophy. She now 
nourishes and cherishes me in the leisure which 
we have vehemently desired: she has thoroughly 
liberated me from that superstition into which 
I had cast myself headlong with you. For she 
teaches, and truly teaches, that nothing at all is to 
be worshipped, and that everything ought to be 
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despised, whatever is discerned by mortal eyes, 
whatever any sense reaches (Lib. 1 Retract., c. 1, 
n. 2). She promises that she will clearly demon
strate the truest and most secret God, and already 
she deigns to show Him as if through clear clouds.

4. In this study our Licentius lives most 
studiously with me: to it he has been entirely 
converted from youthful allurements and plea
sures, so that I dare not rashly propose him to his 
father as one to be imitated. For it is philosophy 
from whose breasts no age will complain that 
it is excluded; to incite you to retain and drink 
from her more greedily, although I well know 
your thirst, I nevertheless wished to send a taste, 
which I pray I have not hoped in vain will be most 
sweet and, so to speak, introductory for you. For I 
have sent to you the disputation which Trygetius 
and Licentius held between themselves, commit
ted to writing. For that young man too, as if 
military service had taken for itself some time for 
wiping away the distaste for disciplines, has been 
restored to us as most ardent and most voracious 
for the great and honorable arts. Therefore, after 
a very few days had passed since we began to 
live in the country, when I saw them, as I was ex
horting and animating them to studies, prepared 
beyond what I had hoped and indeed gaping for 
them, I wished to try what they could do accord
ing to their age: especially since Cicero's book 
Hortensius seemed already to have won them 
over in large part to philosophy. And so, having 
employed a notary, lest the breezes should scat
ter our labor, I permitted nothing to perish. Truly, 
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in this book you are going to read their matters 
and opinions, but my words and even those of 
Alypius. FIRST DISPUTATION.

C H A P T E R  I I .

Whether the comprehension of truth is necessary for a happy 

life, or its mere investigation.

5. When, therefore, at my exhortation we had 
all assembled in one place for this purpose, where 
it seemed opportune: "Do you at all doubt," I said, 
"that we ought to know the truth?" "Not at all," 
said Trygetius; and the others indicated by their 
very countenances that they approved. "What if," 
I said, "we can be happy even without truth being 
comprehended; do you think the comprehension 
of truth is necessary?" Here Alypius said: "I think 
it safer for me to be the judge of this question. For 
since a journey to the city has been arranged for 
me, I ought to be relieved of the burden of taking 
any side; at the same time, I can more easily dele
gate the role of judge than that of any defender to 
someone. Therefore, from now on do not expect 
anything from me for either side." When this had 
been granted to him by all, and I had repeated the 
question: "Certainly," said Trygetius, "we wish to 
be happy; and if we can reach this point without 
truth, truth is not to be sought by us." "What 
about this very thing?" I said. "Do you think we 
can be happy even if truth has not been found?" 
Then Licentius: "We can," he said, "if we seek the 
truth." Here, when I had signaled for the opinion 
of the others with a nod: "What was said by 
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Licentius moves me," said Navigius. For perhaps 
this very thing may be to live happily: to live in 
the investigation of truth." "Define, therefore," 
said Trygetius, "what a happy life is, so that I 
may gather from it what it is fitting to respond." 
"What do you think to live happily is," I said, 
"except to live according to that which is best 
in man?" "I will not pour out words rashly," he 
said; "for I think that best thing itself ought to 
be defined by you for me." "Who," I said, "would 
doubt that nothing else is the best of man than 
that part of the soul which it is fitting for all other 
things in man to obey while it rules? This, lest you 
ask for another definition, can be called mind or 
reason (Lib. 1 Retract., cap. 1, n. 2). But if it does 
not seem so to you, seek how you yourself would 
define either a happy life or the best of man." "I 
agree," he said.

6. "What then? To return to the proposition," 
I said, "does it seem to you that one can live 
happily without truth being found, if it is only 
sought?" "I repeat," he said, "that opinion of 
mine: It seems not at all." "What do you all 
think?" I said. Then Licentius: "To me it certainly 
seems so," he said; "for our ancestors, whom we 
have received as wise and happy, lived well and 
happily by this alone: that they sought the truth." 
"I give thanks," I said, "that you have made me 
a judge with Alypius, of whom, I confess, I had 
already begun to be envious. Since, therefore, to 
one of you a happy life seems possible by the mere 
investigation of truth, and to the other only by 
its discovery—and Navigius showed a little while 
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ago that he wished to cross over to your side, Li
centius—I greatly expect to see what kind of pa
trons of your opinions you can be. For the matter 
is great and most worthy of diligent discussion." 
"If the matter is great," said Licentius, "it desires 
great men." "Do not seek," I said, "especially in 
this villa, what is difficult to find anywhere in the 
world; but rather explain why that which was put 
forward by you, not rashly as I think, seems so 
to you and by what reason; for even the greatest 
matters, when they are sought by little ones, are 
accustomed to make them great."

C H A P T E R  I I I .

It is argued on behalf of the Academics that happiness con­

sists in the investigation of truth.

7. "Since I see," he said, "that you are greatly 
urging us to dispute against each other, which I 
trust you desire for a useful purpose; I ask why 
he cannot be happy who seeks the truth, even if 
he does not find it?" "Because," said Trygetius, 
"we want the happy man to be perfect in all 
things, a wise man." But he who is still seeking 
is not perfect. How you can assert that this man 
is happy, I do not see at all. And the other: "Can 
the authority of the ancestors," he said, "live in 
your eyes?" "Not of all," said Trygetius. "Of whom 
then?" He: "Of those, namely, who were wise." 
Then Licentius: "Does Carneades not seem wise 
to you?" "I," he said, "am not a Greek; I do not 
know who that Carneades was." "What," said 
Licentius, "about our Cicero, what do you think 
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of him?" After he had been silent for a long time: 
"He was wise," he said. And the other: "Therefore 
his opinion on this matter has some weight with 
you?" "It has," he said. "Take then what it is, for 
I think it has escaped you." For it pleased our Ci
cero that he is happy who investigates the truth, 
even if he cannot attain its discovery. "Where did 
Cicero say this?" said Trygetius. And Licentius: 
"Who is ignorant that he vehemently affirmed 
that nothing can be perceived by man; and that 
nothing remains for the wise man but the most 
diligent investigation of truth: because if he were 
to assent to uncertain things, even if they were 
perhaps true, he could not be freed from error? 
which is the greatest fault of a wise man." Where
fore, if it must necessarily be believed that the 
wise man is happy, and the sole inquiry into truth 
is the perfect office of wisdom; why do we hesi
tate to consider the happy life as something that 
can be attained even by the investigation of truth 
itself?"

8. Then he said: "Is it permitted at last to 
return again to those things which were rashly 
granted?" Here I said: "Those who are impelled 
to dispute not by the desire of finding the truth, 
but by the boasting of a childish wit, are not 
accustomed to grant this." Therefore with me, 
especially since there is still a thirst for nourish
ing and educating, not only is it granted, but I 
also wish you to have it among the precepts, that 
it is necessary to return to discuss those things 
which you have granted too incautiously." And 
Licentius: "I think it is no small progress in phi
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losophy," he said, "when victory is despised by 
the disputant in comparison with finding what 
is right and true." Therefore I willingly obey your 
precepts and opinion, and I permit Trygetius to 
return to that which he thinks he rashly granted, 
for the matter is within my right." Then Alypius: 
"You yourselves recognize with me that it is not 
yet the part of the office I have undertaken." 
But since a planned departure already compels 
me to interrupt, for my duty also, my partner in 
judgment will not refuse the doubled power for 
himself until my return: for I see that this contest 
of yours will proceed further." And when he had 
departed: "Produce," said Licentius, "what you 
had rashly granted." And he: "I rashly gave," he 
said, "that Cicero was wise." "Was Cicero then 
not wise, by whom philosophy was both begun 
and perfected in the Latin language?" "Even if 
I grant," he said, "that he was wise, I do not 
however approve of all his things." "And yet it is 
necessary that you refute many other things of 
his, so that you do not seem to disapprove impu
dently of this which is being discussed." "What 
if I am prepared to affirm that he did not think 
correctly on this alone?" It matters nothing to 
you, as I think, unless I bring forward reasons 
of what weight for asserting what I want." "Pro
ceed," said he. "For what," he said, "should I dare 
against him who professes himself the adversary 
of Cicero?"

9. Here Trygetius said: "I want you to attend, 
you our judge, to how you defined the happy life 
above: for you said that he is happy who lives ac
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cording to that part of the soul which it is fitting 
to rule the others." But you, Licentius, I want you 
to grant me even now (for now I have shaken 
off that yoke of authority by the liberty in which 
philosophy especially promises to vindicate us), 
that he is not perfect who still seeks the truth." 
Then he, after a long silence: "I do not grant it," 
he said. And Trygetius: "Why, I ask? explain." For 
I am right here, and I long to hear in what way 
a man can be both perfect and still seeking the 
truth." Here he said: "He who has not reached the 
end, I confess that he is not perfect." But I think 
that God alone knows that truth, or perhaps the 
soul of man when it has left this body, that is, 
this dark prison. But the end of man is to seek the 
truth perfectly: for we seek the perfect, but yet 
a man." And Trygetius: "Therefore a man cannot 
be happy." For how, since he cannot attain that 
which he greatly desires?" But a man can live 
happily if indeed he can live according to that 
part of the soul which it is right to dominate in 
man. Therefore he can find the truth. Or let him 
collect himself, and let him not desire the truth, 
lest when he cannot attain it, he be necessarily 
miserable." "But this itself is the happy state of 
man," said he, "to seek the truth perfectly: for 
this is to reach the end beyond which he cannot 
proceed." Whoever, therefore, seeks the truth less 
insistently than he ought, he does not reach the 
end of man: but whoever does as much as a man 
can and ought to do to find the truth, he is happy 
even if he does not find it; for he does all that he 
was born to do. But if discovery is lacking, that 
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will be lacking which nature did not give. Finally, 
since it is necessary for a man to be either happy 
or miserable, is it not the part of a madman to call 
him miserable who day and night insists as much 
as he can on investigating the truth? Therefore 
he will be happy. Then that definition, as I think, 
supports me more abundantly: for if he is happy, 
as he is, who lives according to that part of the 
soul which it is fitting to reign over the others, 
and this part is called reason; I ask whether he 
does not live according to reason who seeks the 
truth perfectly? But if this is absurd, why do we 
hesitate to call a man happy by the mere investi
gation of truth?"

C H A P T E R  I V.

What error is.

10. "To me," said he, "neither to live according 
to reason, nor to be happy at all, does anyone 
seem who errs." But everyone errs who always 
seeks and does not find. Whence one of two 
things must now be shown by you: either that the 
erring can be happy; or that he who never finds 
what he seeks does not err." Here he: "A happy 
man cannot err." And when he had been silent 
for a long time: "But he does not err," he said, 
"when he seeks; because that he may not err, 
he seeks perfectly." And Trygetius: "That he may 
not err, indeed," he said, "he seeks; but he errs 
when he does not find at all." But you thought 
it would profit you that he does not want to err, 
as if no one errs against his will, or anyone at 
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all errs except against his will." Then I, when he 
was hesitating for a long time what to answer: 
"You must define," I said, "what error is: for you 
can more easily see its boundaries, into which 
you have already deeply entered." "I," said Licen
tius, "am not fit to define anything: although it 
is easier to define error than to end it." "I," said 
he, "will define it; which is very easy for me, not 
by my wit, but by an excellent cause." For to err 
is certainly to always seek and never find." "I," 
said Licentius, "if I could easily refute even that 
definition, would not have failed my cause long 
ago." But since either the matter itself is difficult 
in itself, or it appears so to me; I ask of you that 
the question be deferred until tomorrow's light, 
if I shall have been able to find nothing today 
to answer, while I carefully turn it over with my
self." When I thought this should be granted, the 
others not refusing, we rose to go for a walk: and 
while we were talking many and various things 
among ourselves, he was fixed in thought. When 
he perceived that this was in vain, he preferred to 
relax his mind and mingle in our talk. Afterwards, 
when it was already growing dark, they had re
turned to the same conflict: but I imposed a limit, 
and persuaded them to allow it to be deferred to 
another day. Then to the baths.

S E C O N D  D I S P U TAT I O N .

11. But on the following day when we had 
sat down: "Bring forward," I said, "what you 
had begun yesterday." Then Licentius: "We had 
deferred the disputation, if I am not mistaken, at 
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my request, when the definition of error was very 
difficult for me." Here clearly," I said, "you do not 
err, which I would gladly wish for you as an omen 
for the rest." Hear then," he said, "what I would 
have brought forward even yesterday if you had 
not intervened." Error seems to me to be the ap
proval of the false for the true; into which he by 
no means falls who thinks that the truth is always 
to be sought: for he cannot approve the false who 
approves nothing; therefore he cannot err. But he 
can very easily be happy: for, not to go further, if 
it were permitted to us ourselves to live daily as 
was permitted yesterday; nothing occurs to me 
why we should hesitate to call ourselves happy. 
For we lived with great tranquility of mind, vin
dicating the soul from every stain of the body, 
and removed very far from the torches of desires, 
giving, as much as is permitted to man, attention 
to reason; that is, living according to that divine 
part of the soul, which it was agreed among us 
in yesterday's definition to be the happy life: and, 
as I think, we found nothing, but only sought the 
truth. Therefore, by the mere inquiry into truth, 
even if he cannot find it at all, a happy life can 
happen to a man. For see with what ease your 
definition is excluded by common notion. For 
you said that to err is: To always seek, and never 
find. What if anyone seeks nothing, and being 
asked, for example, whether it is now day, should 
rashly and immediately think and answer that it 
is night? does it not seem to you that he errs? 
This kind of error, therefore, even the most mon
strous, your definition has not embraced. What if 
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it has even embraced those who do not err, can 
any definition be more faulty? For if anyone seeks 
Alexandria, and proceeds on the right journey to 
it; I do not think you can call him erring. What if 
he spends a long time on the same way, hindered 
by various causes, and is overtaken by death in it; 
has he not both always sought and never found, 
and yet has not erred? "He did not always seek," 
said he.

12. "You speak correctly," said Licentius, "and 
you advise well." For thence your definition per
tains not at all to the matter: for I did not say 
that he is happy who always seeks the truth. 
Which cannot even happen: first, because a man 
is not always; then, because not from the time 
he begins to be a man can he already, hindered 
by age, seek the truth. Or if you think it should 
always be said, if he allows no time to perish 
in which he can already seek; you must return 
again to Alexandria. For suppose anyone, from 
the time he is permitted by age or business to 
make a journey, begins to proceed on that way, 
and, as I said above, though he deviates nowhere, 
yet departs from life before he arrives; you will 
surely err much if it seems to you that this man 
has erred, although at all the time he could, he 
neither ceased to seek, nor could he find where 
he was going. Wherefore, if both my description 
is true, and according to it he does not err who 
seeks perfectly, although he does not find the 
truth, and is happy for that reason, that he lives 
according to reason; but your definition is both 
frustrated, and if it were not, I ought not to care 
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for it at all, if from that alone which I defined, the 
cause is sufficiently established: why, I ask, is this 
question between us not yet dissolved?

C H A P T E R  V.

What wisdom is.

13. Here Trygetius: "Do you grant," he said, 
"that wisdom is the right way of life?" "I grant 
it, without doubt," he said; "but yet I want you 
to define wisdom for me, so that I may know 
whether the same thing seems to you as to me." 
And the other: "Does it seem to you," he said, "to 
be too little defined by this very thing that you 
have now been asked?" For you have also granted 
what I wanted. For if I am not mistaken, wisdom 
is not falsely named the right way of life." Then 
Licentius: "Nothing seems to me so ridiculous as 
that definition," he said. "Perhaps," said he; "yet 
step by step, I ask, so that reason may precede 
your laughter: for nothing is fouler than laughter 
worthy of derision." For what," he said, "do you 
not confess that death is contrary to life?" "I con
fess it," he said. "To me, therefore," he said, "no 
way of life seems more so than that by which any
one proceeds lest he fall into death." Trygetius 
was assenting. "Therefore, if any traveler, avoid
ing a bypass which he heard was occupied by 
robbers, proceeds to go straight, and thus escapes 
destruction; has he not followed both a way of life 
and a right one; and no one names that wisdom?" 
How then is every right way of life wisdom? For 
I granted that it is, but not it alone. But the defi
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nition ought to embrace nothing that would be 
alien. Therefore, define again, if you please, what 
wisdom seems to you to be."

14. He was silent for a long time; then: "Be
hold," he said, "I define it again, if you have 
decided never to finish this." Wisdom is the right 
way which leads to the truth." "Similarly even 
this," he said, "is refuted: for while in Virgil it 
was said to Aeneas by his mother: 'Only proceed, 
and direct your step where the way leads you,'" 
following this way he arrived at that which had 
been said, that is, to the true [place]. Contend, if 
you please, whether where he placed his foot as 
he walked can be called wisdom: although I try 
quite foolishly to break down that description of 
yours; for nothing helps my cause more. For you 
said that wisdom is not truth itself, but the way 
which leads to it. Whoever, therefore, uses this 
way, certainly uses wisdom; and he who uses 
wisdom, must necessarily be wise: therefore he 
will be wise who has perfectly sought the truth, 
even if he has not yet arrived at it. For no way 
which leads to truth, as I think, is better under
stood than the diligent investigation of truth. 
Using this way alone, therefore, that man will al
ready be wise: but no wise man is miserable; and 
every man is either miserable or happy: therefore 
not only discovery, but the investigation of truth 
by itself will make him happy."

15. Then he, smiling: "Deservedly," he said, 
"these things happen to me, while I confidently 
assent to my adversary in a matter not necessary: 
as if indeed I were a great definer, or thought 
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anything in disputing more superfluous." For 
what limit will there be, if I again should want 
something to be defined by you, and again should 
demand that the words of the same definition, 
and likewise all the following things individu
ally, be defined, pretending that I understand 
nothing? For what very plain thing shall I not 
by my right compel to be defined, if a definition 
of wisdom is rightly demanded from me? For of 
what word did nature wish a clearer notion to 
be in our minds than of wisdom? But I know not 
how, when the notion itself has left, as it were, 
the port of our mind, and has spread for itself its 
sails of words, a thousand shipwrecks of calum
nies immediately occur. Wherefore, either let a 
definition of wisdom not be required, or let our 
judge deign to descend into its patronage." Then 
I, since night was already hindering my pen, and 
I saw something great arising to be discussed as 
if from the beginning, deferred it to another day: 
for we had begun to dispute with the sun already 
declining to its setting, and almost the whole day 
had been spent both in ordering rustic matters 
and in the review of the first book of Virgil. DIS
PUTATION THIRD.
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BOOK SECOND.

He again exhorts his Romanianus, his Maece
nas, to embrace philosophy with an expression of 
a grateful mind, and describes to him three Col
lations, in the first of which the opinions of the 
Academics are explained. In the second, the dif
ferences between the New and the Old Academy 
are related; and the opinion of those philoso
phers is exploded, who, while they thought that 
the truth could not be grasped, yet professed to 
follow the likely. In the third, it is said what they 
called the likely or the probable.

C H A P T E R  I .

Divine aid is necessary against the arguments of the Acad­

emics.

1. If it were as necessary to find wisdom while 
seeking it as it is necessary that a wise man 
cannot be void of the discipline and knowledge 
of wisdom, then surely all the calumny, or obsti
nacy, or persistence, or, as I sometimes think, 
the reasoning of the Academics suited to that 
time, would have been buried along with the 
time itself, and with the bodies of Carneades and 
Cicero. But because, whether by the many and 
varied tossings of this life, Romanianus, as you 
prove in your own case, or by a certain stupor of 
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minds, torpid through sloth or slowness, or by 
despair of finding—because the star of wisdom 
does not rise as easily for minds as this light does 
for eyes; or even because of the error common to 
all peoples, the false opinion of having found the 
truth themselves, men do not seek diligently, or 
if they do seek, they are turned away from the 
will to seek; it happens that knowledge comes 
rarely and to few. Thus it is that the weapons 
of the Academics, when one comes to hand-to-
hand combat with them, seem invincible and as if 
forged by Vulcan, not only to mediocre men, but 
even to the sharp and well-learned. Therefore, 
against those waves and storms of fortune, one 
must not only struggle with the oars of whatever 
virtues one has, but especially implore divine aid 
with all devotion and piety, so that the most 
constant intention of good studies may hold its 
course, from which no chance may shake it, lest 
the safest and most pleasant harbor of philoso
phy should not receive it. This is your first cause; 
for this I fear for you, from this I desire you to be 
liberated, for this, if only I be worthy to obtain it, 
I do not cease to pray for prosperous breezes for 
you with daily vows; and I pray to the very Power 
and Wisdom of the supreme God. For what else is 
He whom the mysteries hand down to us as the 
Son of God?

2. You will help me much, however, as I pray 
for you, if you do not despair of our being heard, 
and if you strive with us, not only with vows 
but also with your will, and with that natural 
altitude of your mind, for which I seek you, 
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in which I singularly delight, which I always 
admire, and which in you—oh, the shame!—is 
enveloped like a lightning bolt in those clouds of 
domestic affairs, and is hidden from many, and 
almost all. But it cannot be hidden from me and 
another, or a third, your most intimate friends, 
who have often not only listened attentively to 
your murmurs, but have also seen some flashes 
closer to lightning bolts. For who, to remain 
silent about other things for the time being and 
commemorate one—who, I say, ever thundered 
so suddenly, and shone so much with the light of 
the mind, that under a single murmur of reason 
and a certain flash of temperance, in one day that 
lust, which was most savage the day before, died 
out completely? Shall not that virtue break forth 
at last, and turn the laughter of many despisers 
into horror and amazement; and having spoken 
on earth as if some signs of future things, return 
to heaven once the burden of the whole body is 
cast aside? Has Augustine said these things about 
Romanianus in vain? He will not allow it, He to 
whom I have given myself entirely, whom I have 
now begun to recognize somewhat.

C H A P T E R  I I .

He shows the service of a grateful mind to Romanianus, and 

exhorts him to philosophy.

3. Therefore, approach philosophy with me: 
here is whatever is wont to move you so wonder
fully when you are often anxious and doubting. 
For I do not fear either from sloth of morals 
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or from the slowness of your intellect. For who, 
when allowed to breathe a little, has appeared 
more vigilant in our discourses? who more acute? 
Shall I not then repay my gratitude to you? or do 
I perhaps owe but little? You received me, a poor 
youth going to foreign studies, with your home, 
your wealth, and, what is more, your mind. You 
consoled me, bereaved of my father, with your 
friendship; you encouraged me with exhortation, 
you aided me with help. You, in our own town, 
through your favor, intimacy, and the sharing 
of your home, made me almost a distinguished 
leader along with yourself. When I returned to 
Carthage for the sake of a more illustrious profes
sion, though I had opened my counsel and hope 
to you alone and to none of my kin, you hesitated 
somewhat through that love of country innate 
in you, because I was already teaching there. 
Yet when you could not overcome the desire 
of a youth tending toward those things which 
seemed better, you were changed from a dis
suader into an assistant with a wonderful moder
ation of benevolence. You supported my journey 
with all necessaries. There again, you who had 
cherished the cradle and, as it were, the nest of 
my studies, sustained the first attempts of one al
ready daring to fly. Even when I had sailed while 
you were absent and ignorant of it, you were not 
at all angry that I had not communicated with 
you as I was wont to do, and suspecting anything 
rather than contumacy, you remained unshaken 
in friendship; nor did the children deserted by 
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their master dwell more before your eyes than the 
inner recesses and purity of our mind.

4. Finally, whatever I now enjoy of my leisure; 
that I have flown out from the chains of superflu
ous desires, that having laid aside the burdens of 
dead cares, I breathe, I come to my senses, I return 
to myself; that I seek the truth most intently, 
that I am already entering upon finding it, that I 
trust I shall reach the very supreme measure; you 
encouraged, you impelled, you brought it about. 
Of whom, however, you have been the minister, I 
have conceived more by faith than I have grasped 
by reason. For when, being present with you, I 
had explained the interior motions of my mind, 
and asserted strongly and repeatedly that no for
tune seemed prosperous to me except that which 
would give leisure for philosophizing; no happy 
life except that which would be lived in philoso
phy; but that I was restrained by so great a burden 
of my kin, whose life depended on my office, and 
by many necessities, either of my vain shame or 
the inept misery of my kin: you were uplifted with 
such great joy, inflamed with such holy ardor for 
this life, that you said that if you were in any way 
exempt from the chains of those troublesome 
lawsuits, you would break all my chains also by 
the participation of your patrimony with me.

5. And so, when you had departed after the 
fuel had been applied to us, we never ceased, 
panting after philosophy and that life which 
pleased and agreed between us, to think of 
absolutely nothing else. And indeed we did this 
constantly, but less sharply; yet we thought we 
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were doing enough. And since that flame was not 
yet present which was to seize us at the height, 
we thought that the one with which we were 
slowly glowing was even the greatest. When, 
behold, certain books full—as Celsinus says—
of good Arabic things, when they exhaled upon 
us, when they instilled a very few drops of most 
precious ointment into that little flame; incredi
ble, Romanianus, incredible, and beyond what 
perhaps even you believe of me; what more shall 
I say? they excited an incredible conflagration 
even in me about myself. What honor then, what 
pomp of men, what empty desire for fame, what, 
finally, fuel and restraint of this mortal life moved 
me? I was returning entirely to myself at full 
speed. I only looked back, I confess, as if from a 
journey, to that religion which was implanted in 
us as children and entwined in our very marrow: 
but it was drawing me to itself without my know
ing it. Therefore, stumbling, hurrying, hesitating, 
I seized the apostle Paul. For indeed, I said, these 
men could not have done such great things, and 
lived as it is manifest they lived, if their writings 
and reasons were opposed to this so great a good. 
I read through the whole most intently and most 
cautiously.

6. Then indeed, with some small light now 
sprinkled upon me, such a face of philosophy 
opened itself to me that—I will not say to you, 
who have always burned with hunger for it 
though unknown, but if I could have shown it 
to your very adversary, by whom I know not 
whether you are more exercised or impeded—
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surely he, casting aside and leaving both Baiae 
and pleasant orchards, and delicate and shining 
banquets, and domestic actors, finally whatever 
moves him sharply toward any delights, would 
fly toward its beauty as a charming and holy 
lover, wondering, panting, and glowing. For he 
also has, it must be confessed, a certain grace of 
mind, or rather a sort of seed of grace, which, 
striving to break forth into true beauty, puts forth 
leaves tortuously and deformedly among the 
scabbiness of vices and the thickets of fallacious 
opinions; yet it does not cease to put forth leaves, 
and to a few looking sharply and diligently into 
the dense parts, it stands out as much as it is 
permitted to emerge. Thence is that hospitality, 
thence the many seasonings of humanity in ban
quets, thence that very elegance, splendor, the 
most clean face of all things, and the urbanity 
of shadowed beauty pervading everything on all 
sides.

## CHAPTER III.---Philocalia and Philosophy. 
He inflames Romanianus again for philosophy.

7. That is commonly called philocalia: do not 
despise this name because of the common name; 
for philocalia and philosophy are named almost 
similarly, and wish to be seen as of the same kin 
between themselves, and they are. For what is 
philosophy? The love of wisdom. What is philo
calia? The love of beauty. Ask the Greeks. What 
then is wisdom? Is it not itself true beauty? These 
two are therefore truly sisters, and procreated 
from the same parent: but that one, drawn down 
from her heaven by the bird-lime of lust and 
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enclosed in a popular cage, yet kept the vicinity 
of the name to remind the fowler not to despise 
her. This one, therefore, soiled without wings and 
needy, her sister flying freely often recognizes, 
but rarely liberates: for that philocalia does not 
recognize whence she draws her race, except 
by philosophy. Which whole fable (for I have 
suddenly become Aesop) Licentius will indicate 
to you more sweetly in a poem: for he is almost 
a perfect poet. Therefore, if he could behold the 
true beauty, of which he is a false lover, with his 
eyes healed and bared a little, with what pleasure 
would he wrap himself in the bosom of philoso
phy? How would he embrace you there, known 
as a true brother? You wonder at these things, 
and perhaps you laugh. What if I explained these 
things as I wished? what if at least the voice of 
philosophy herself could be heard, if her face can
not yet be seen by you? You would surely wonder; 
but you would not laugh, you would not despair. 
Believe me, no one is to be despaired of, and 
least of all of such as these. There are examples 
altogether; this kind of birds easily escapes, easily 
flies back, while many enclosed wonder much.

8. But let us return to ourselves; let us, I 
say, Romanianus, philosophize: I will repay my 
gratitude to you; your son has already begun to 
philosophize: I restrain him, so that having been 
first cultivated in necessary disciplines, he may 
rise up more vigorous and firm, of which do not 
fear to be void; if I know you well, I only desire 
free breezes for you. For what shall I say of your 
natural disposition? Would that it were not as 
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rare among men as it is certain in you! There 
remain two vices and impediments to finding the 
truth, from which I do not fear much for you; yet I 
fear lest you should despise yourself and despair 
of finding it, or certainly lest you should believe 
you have already found it. The first of which, if 
indeed it is present, this disputation will perhaps 
take away from you. For you have often been an
gry with the Academics, the more heavily indeed 
as you were less learned; but the more willingly 
because you were enticed by the love of truth. 
Therefore now I shall conflict with Alypius, with 
you as favorer, and I shall easily persuade you 
of what I wish, probably however. For you will 
not see the truth itself unless you enter entirely 
into philosophy. As for that other thing, that 
you perhaps presume you have found something, 
although you departed from us already seeking 
and doubting, yet if anything of superstition has 
rolled back into your mind, it will surely be cast 
out, either when I send you some disputation 
among us about religion, or when being present I 
confer many things with you.

9. For I am now doing nothing else than 
purging myself of vain and pernicious opinions. 
Therefore I do not doubt that it is better for me 
than for you. There is only one thing for which I 
envy your fortune, that you alone enjoy my Lucil
ianus: or do you also envy because I said, mine? 
But what have I said other than yours, and of all 
of us who are one? Of whom, however, that you 
may subvene to my desire, what shall I ask you? 
Ask him yourself for me as much as you know, be
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cause you ought to. But now I say to both of you: 
beware lest you think you know anything, except 
what you have learned in such a way as you know 
that one, two, three, and four collected together 
make the sum of ten. But likewise beware lest you 
think either that you will not know the truth in 
philosophy, or that it can in no way be known 
in that manner. For believe me, or rather Him 
who says, "Seek and you shall find" (Matt. VII, 
7), that knowledge is not to be despaired of, and 
that it will be more manifest than those numbers 
are. Now let us come to our purpose. For I have 
already begun to fear too late lest this beginning 
should exceed its measure, and it is no light mat
ter. For measure is without doubt divine: but let 
it have deceived while it leads sweetly; I shall be 
more cautious when I am wise.

F I R S T  D I S P U TAT I O N .

## CHAPTER IV.---The things disputed in the former book are 

repeated.

10. After the former discourse, which we have 
brought together into the first book, we were 
at leisure from disputing for about seven days, 
while we reviewed only three books of Virgil after 
the first, and treated them as seemed to agree 
with the time. In which work, however, Licentius 
was so inflamed with the study of poetry that 
it seemed to me he even had to be somewhat 
restrained. For now he did not willingly allow 
himself to be called away from this intention to 
anything else. At last, however, he approached 
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not unwillingly to review the question about the 
Academics which we had deferred, since the light 
of philosophy was being praised by me as much 
as I could. And by chance the day had shone forth 
so serene that it seemed to agree with nothing 
more than the serenading of our minds. There
fore we left our beds earlier than usual, and dealt 
a little with the country folk, as time pressed. 
Then Alypius said: "Before I hear you disputing 
about the Academics, I wish that discourse of 
yours which you say was finished in my absence 
to be read to me; for I cannot otherwise, since 
the occasion of this discussion was born from 
there, avoid either erring or certainly laboring 
in hearing you." When this was done, and we 
saw that almost the whole morning time was 
consumed in it, we resolved to return home from 
the field which had received us as we walked. And 
Licentius said: "I beg you, before lunch, do not 
be reluctant to repeat by explaining briefly the 
whole opinion of the Academics, lest anything in 
it escape me which may be for my part." "I will do 
so," I said, "and the more willingly so that, think
ing on this matter, you may eat little lunch." "Do 
not be secure on that account," he said; "for I have 
often noticed many, and especially my father, to 
be more voracious as he was more stuffed with 
cares." Then you also have not so experienced 
me thinking on those meters that my care should 
make the table secure. Which indeed I am wont 
to wonder at in myself: for what does it mean 
that we then seek food more pertinaciously when 
we intend our mind toward something else? Or 
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what is it that, when our hands and teeth are 
occupied, the mind becomes imperious? "Listen 
rather," I said, "to what you had asked about 
the Academics, lest I suffer you revolving those 
meters not only without meter at feasts, but even 
in questions." If, however, I hide anything on 
my part, Alypius will betray it. "Your good faith 
is needed," said Alypius; "for if it is to be feared 
lest you hide anything, I think it is difficult for 
me to detect him from whom no one who knows 
me is ignorant that I have learned these things, 
especially since in bringing forth the truth you 
will consult not more for victory than for your 
own mind."

C H A P T E R  V.

The opinions of the Academics.

11. "I will act," I said, "in good faith, since you 
prescribe it by right." For it also pleased the Aca
demics that knowledge cannot happen to man, 
at least of those things which pertain to philoso
phy; for Carneades denied that he cared for other 
things; and yet that a man can be wise, and that 
the whole duty of the wise man, as was also 
discussed by you, Licentius, in that discourse, is 
unfolded in the search for truth. From which it 
follows that the wise man should not assent to 
any thing; for he must necessarily err, which is 
a crime for a wise man, if he should assent to 
uncertain things. And they did not only say that 
all things are uncertain, but they also affirmed 
it with most copious reasons. But they seemed 
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to have snatched the idea that truth cannot be 
comprehended from that definition of the Stoic 
Zeno, who says that that truth can be perceived 
which was so impressed on the mind from that 
whence it was, that it could not be from that 
whence it was not. Which is said more briefly and 
clearly thus: that truth can be comprehended by 
those signs which a false thing cannot have. They 
applied themselves most vehemently to convince 
that this can by no means be found. Thence the 
dissensions of philosophers, thence the fallacies 
of the senses, thence dreams and madnesses, 
thence "the liars" (*pseudomeni*) and "heaps" 
(*soritae*) flourished in the patronage of that 
cause. And when they had received from the 
same Zeno that nothing is more shameful than 
to form an opinion (*opinari*), they concluded 
most shrewdly that if nothing could be perceived, 
and opinion-forming was most shameful, the 
wise man should never approve anything.

12. Hence a great envy was stirred up against 
them: for it seemed to be a consequence that 
he who approved nothing should do nothing. 
Whence the Academics seemed to describe their 
wise man, whom they thought should approve 
nothing, as always sleeping and a deserter of 
all duties (*officiorum*). Here they, having intro
duced a certain "probable" thing, which they 
also named "likely" (*verisimile*), asserted that 
the wise man by no means ceased from duties 
since he had something to follow; but the truth, 
either because of certain darknesses of nature or 
because of the similarity of things, lay hidden 
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either overwhelmed or confused. Although they 
also said that that very restraint and, as it were, 
suspension of assent was indeed a great action of 
the wise man. I seem to myself to have explained 
the whole briefly, as you wished, and to have re
ceded in nothing from your prescription, Alypius: 
that is, to have acted, as is said, in good faith. For 
if I said anything either not as it is, or perhaps 
did not say it; nothing was done by my will. 
Good faith, therefore, is according to the mind's 
judgment. For a false man should seem to a man 
as one to be taught, and a deceitful man as one to 
be avoided: the former of which requires a good 
master, the latter a cautious disciple.

13. Then Alypius said: "I am grateful, since 
both Licentius has been satisfied by you, and 
you have relieved me of the burden imposed." 
For you did not have more to fear lest anything 
should be said by you less for the sake of testing 
me (for in what other way could it happen?) 
than I, if it had been necessary to betray you in 
anything. Wherefore see to it that you are not 
reluctant to explain that which is lacking, not so 
much to the inquiry as to the inquirer himself, 
concerning the difference of the New and Old 
Academy. Indeed," I said, "I confess, I am reluc
tant. Wherefore you will have done a benefit (for 
I cannot deny that this which you mention per
tains most to the matter) if, while I rest a little, 
you would be willing to distinguish those names 
in my presence and open the cause of the New 
Academy." "I would believe," he said, "that I also 
wished to call you away from lunch, were I not 
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thinking that you were recently more terrified by 
Licentius, and his postulation had so prescribed 
to us that whatever of this involvement there was 
should be expedited for him before lunch." And 
when he was tending to say the rest, our mother 
(for we were already at home) began to push us 
into lunch so that there was no place for making 
words.

S E C O N D  D I S P U TAT I O N .

CHAPTER VI.---The division of the New and Old Academy.

14. Then, when we had taken as much food 
as was enough for restraining hunger; having 
returned to the meadow, Alypius said: "I should 
obey your opinion, nor should I dare to refuse." 
For if nothing escapes me, I will be grateful 
for it to your teaching, and then also to my 
memory. But if in anything I shall perhaps have 
wandered, you will care for it again, so that here
after I may not dread a delegation of this kind. I 
think that the division of the New Academy was 
moved not so much against the Old concept as 
against the Stoics. Nor indeed is it to be thought 
a division, since it was necessary that the new 
question introduced by Zeno should be dissolved 
and discussed. For concerning non-perception, 
although agitated by no conflicts, the opinion 
inhabiting even the minds of the Old Academics 
was not impudently estimated. Which also is 
easy to prove by the authority of Socrates himself 
and Plato and the rest of the ancients, who 
believed that they could be defended from error 
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thus far, if they had not rashly committed them
selves to assent: although they did not introduce 
a proper disputation about this matter into their 
schools, nor was it ever clearly sought by them 
whether truth can be perceived or not. When 
Zeno had introduced this as something rude 
and new, and contended that nothing can be 
perceived unless the truth were such that it was 
discerned from the false by dissimilar signs, and 
that opinion-forming was not to be undergone by 
the wise man; and Arcesilaus heard this; he de
nied that anything of this kind could be found by 
man, nor that the life of the wise man should be 
committed to that shipwreck of opinion. Whence 
he also concluded that one should assent to no 
thing.

15. But when the matter stood so that the Old 
Academy seemed rather increased than attacked; 
there stood forth Antiochus, an auditor of Philo, 
who, as he seemed to some, more desirous of 
glory than of truth, brought the opinions of both 
Academies into a rivalry (*simultatem*). For he 
said that the New Academics were attempting 
to introduce an unusual thing and one most 
remote from the opinion of the ancients. In which 
matter he implored the faith of the old physi
cists and other great philosophers; attacking also 
the Academics themselves, who contended that 
they followed the likely (*verisimile*), while they 
confessed that they themselves were ignorant of 
the truth itself. And he had collected many argu
ments, which I think should now be omitted: 
however, he defended nothing more than that 
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the wise man can perceive the truth. I think this 
was the controversy between the New and Old 
Academics. Which if it is otherwise, I would ask 
for both that you inform Licentius most fully. If 
however it is so, as I have been able to say, com
plete the disputation undertaken.

C H A P T E R  V I I .

Against the Academics.

16. Then I said: "How long, Licentius, do you 
rest in that discourse of ours, longer than I 
thought?" Have you heard who your Academics 
are?" But he, smiling bashfully, and somewhat 
more disturbed by this address: "I repent," 
he said, "of having affirmed so much against 
Trygetius, that the happy life (*beata vita*) con
sists in the search for truth. For that question so 
disturbs me that I am scarcely not wretched, who 
certainly seem to you, if you bear any humanity, 
one to be pitied. But why do I, inept, torture 
myself? Or why do I shudder, supported by such 
goodness of the cause? Indeed, I will not yield ex
cept to the truth." "Do the New Academics please 
you?" I asked. "Very much," he said. "Therefore, 
do they seem to you to say what is true?" Then 
he, when he was already about to assent, having 
become more cautious by the smile of Alypius, 
hesitated somewhat. And then he said: "Repeat 
the little question." "Do the Academics," I said, 
"seem to you to say what is true?" And again 
when he had been silent for a long time, he said: 
"Whether it be true, I know not: yet it is probable. 
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For I see nothing more that I should follow." "The 
probable," I said, "do you know that it is also 
named by them 'likely' (*verisimile*)?" "So," he 
said, "it seems." "Therefore," I said, "the opinion 
of the Academics is likely." "So," he said. "Now I 
beg you, attend more diligently. If anyone should 
affirm that your brother seen is like your father, 
and he has not known your father himself; will he 
not seem to you insane or inept?" And here he was 
silent for a long time. Then he said: "This does not 
seem absurd to me."

17. To whom when I had begun to respond, he 
said: "Wait, I beg you, a little while." And after 
smiling, he said: "Tell me, I pray you, are you now 
certain of your victory?" Then I: "Suppose me," 
I said, "to be certain: yet you ought not for that 
reason to desert your cause, especially since this 
disputation between us was undertaken for the 
sake of exercising you and of provoking you to 
polish your mind." "Have I," he said, "either read 
the Academics, or been erudite in so many disci
plines with which you come instructed to me?" 
"The Academics," I said, "even those had not 
read by whom that opinion was first defended." 
Moreover, if erudition and abundance of disci
plines fail you, yet your genius ought not to be so 
invalid that, having made no onset, you should 
succumb to my very few words and questions. 
For I have already begun to fear lest Alypius 
should succeed you sooner than I wish, with 
whom as an adversary I shall not walk about so 
secure." Therefore," he said, "would that I were 
already conquered, that I might at length hear 
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you discussing, and what is more, see you; than 
which spectacle nothing more happy can be ex
hibited to me. For since it has pleased you to pour 
these things out (*fundere*), rather than to spill 
them (*effundere*); since you receive the things 
breaking forth from the mouth with a pen, and 
do not allow them to fall to the ground, as is said; 
it will also be allowed to read you: but I know 
not how, when those very same persons between 
whom the discourse is cut are moved to the eyes, 
a good disputation, if not more usefully, at least 
certainly more joyfully, perfuses the mind.

18. "We are grateful," I said: "but those sudden 
joys of yours have rashly forced that sentence 
to escape, in which you said that no spectacle 
more happy could be exhibited to you. What if 
you shall see that father of yours, than whom 
surely no one is going to drink philosophy more 
ardently after so long a thirst, seeking and dis
cussing those things with us; when I shall never 
think myself more fortunate, what at length is 
it fitting for you to feel and say?" Here indeed 
he wept somewhat, and when he could speak, 
looking up to heaven with hand outstretched: 
"And when, O God," he said, "shall I see this? 
But nothing is to be despaired of concerning 
you." Here when almost all of us had begun to 
be relaxed from the intention of the disputation 
into tears, struggling with myself and scarcely 
collecting myself: "Come rather," I said, "and re
turn into your strengths; which I had warned you 
long before to gather from wherever you could, 
since you were going to be the patron of the 
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Academy: I do not think for this reason, that just 
now 'tremor should occupy the limbs before the 
trumpet' (*Aeneid* lib. 11, v. 424); or that from the 
desire of seeing another's fight, you should wish 
so quickly to be a captive." Here Trygetius, when 
he sufficiently noticed our faces already serened: 
"Why should he not wish," he said, "a man so 
holy, that God should grant this to him before his 
vows? Believe now, Licentius; for you who do not 
find what you should respond, and still wish that 
you be conquered, seem to me of little faith." We 
smiled. Then Licentius: "Speak, happy one," he 
said, "not by finding the truth, but certainly, by 
not seeking it."

19. At which hilarity of the youths when we 
were more joyful: "Attend," I said, "to the ques
tion, and return into the way firmer and more 
valiant, if you can." "Lo, I am here," he said, "as 
much as I can. For what if that observer of my 
brother should have it found by fame that he is 
like the father; can he be insane or inept if he 
believes?" "Can he at least," I asked, "be called 
foolish?" "Not immediately," he said, "unless he 
should contend that he knows it. For if he follows 
as probable what frequent fame has boasted, he 
can be argued of no temerity." Then I: "Let us 
consider the matter itself for a little while, and 
as it were set it before our eyes. Lo, suppose that 
I know not what man whom we describe is pre
sent: your brother arrives from somewhere; there 
that man asks: 'Whose son is this boy?' It is re
sponded: 'Of a certain Romanianus.' But he: 'How 
like he is to his father! How not rashly fame had 
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reported this to me!' Here you, or someone else: 
'Do you know Romanianus, good man?' 'I do not 
know him,' he says: 'yet he seems to me like him.' 
Will anyone be able to hold back laughter?" "By 
no means," he said. "Therefore," I said, "you see 
what follows." "For some time now," he said, "I 
have seen it. But yet I wish to hear that conclusion 
from you: for it is fitting that you begin to nourish 
him whom you have taken." "Why should I not," 
I said, "conclude? The matter itself cries out that 
your Academics are similarly to be laughed at, 
who say that they follow the likelihood of truth 
in life, while they are ignorant of what the truth 
itself is."

C H A P T E R  V I I I .

The cavil of the Academics.

20. Then Trygetius said: "The caution of the 
Academics seems to me far dissimilar from the 
ineptitude of this man whom you have described. 
For those follow by reasons what they say is likely 
(*verisimile*): but this inept man followed fame, 
than whose authority nothing is more vile." "As if 
indeed," I said, "he would not be more inept if he 
should say: 'I have not known his father at all, nor 
have I found by fame how like he is to his father, 
and yet he seems like him to me.'" More inept 
certainly," he said. But whither these things?" 
"Because such," I said, "are those who say: 'We 
do not know the truth, indeed; but this which we 
see is like that which we do not know.'" They say 
'the probable,'" he said. To whom I: "How do you 

45



A G A I N S T  T H E  A CA D E M I C S

say that? Or do you deny that they say 'the likely' 
(*verisimile*)?" And he said: "I wished to say it 
for this reason, that I might exclude that similar
ity. For it seemed to me that fame had improperly 
rushed into your question, since the Academics 
do not believe even human eyes, let alone fame 
with its thousand indeed, as poets feign, but yet 
monstrous eyes (*luminibus*). For who at length 
am I, a defender of the Academy? Or do you envy 
my security in that question? Lo, you have Alyp
ius, whose arrival, I beg, should give us holidays, 
whom we think you have been dreading for some 
time not in vain."

21. Then silence being made, both turned their 
eyes toward Alypius. Then he said: "I would wish 
indeed, as much as my strengths allow, to help 
your parts to some extent, unless your omen were 
a terror to me. But this dread, unless hope has 
deceived me, I should easily put to flight. For at 
the same time it consoles me that the present 
attacker of the Academics has almost undergone 
the burden of the conquered Trygetius, and now 
it is probable that he is the victor by your confes
sion. I fear that more, lest I should not be able to 
avoid both the negligence of a deserted office and 
the impudence of an invaded one. For I do not be
lieve you have forgotten that the duty of a judge 
had been conferred on me." Here Trygetius: "That 
is one thing," he said, "and this is another; where
fore we beg that you allow yourself at length to be 
a private citizen." Lest I should refuse," he said; 
"while I desire to avoid impudence or negligence, 
I might fall into the snares of pride, than which 
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vice nothing is more monstrous, if I should hold 
the honor granted to me by you longer than you 
permit."

C H A P T E R  I X .

That the opinion of the Academics must be seriously disputed 

hereafter.

22. "Therefore I should wish you to explain to 
me, good accuser of the Academics, your office; 
that is, in whose defense you attack these. For I 
fear lest, refuting the Academics, you should wish 
to prove yourself an Academic." "Of accusers," I 
said, "as I think, you know well that there are two 
kinds: for if it was said most modestly by Cicero 
that he was so the accuser of Verres as to be 
the defender of the Sicilians (*Cicero in Verrem*, 
action 1), it is not therefore necessary that he who 
accuses someone should have another whom he 
defends." And he said: "At least do you have 
anything in which your opinion already founded 
has stood firm?" "It is easy," I said, "to respond 
to this question, especially for me to whom it 
is not sudden: I have already dealt with this 
whole thing with myself, and turned it over long 
and much in my mind. Wherefore hear, Alypius, 
what, as I think, you already know best: I do not 
wish that disputation to be undertaken for the 
sake of disputing; let it be enough that we have 
preluded with these youths, where philosophy 
has willingly joked as it were with us. Therefore 
let childish fables be taken from our hands. 
The matter is dealt with concerning our life, con
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cerning manners, concerning the mind; which 
presumes that it will overcome the enmities of 
all fallacies, and, truth being comprehended, as 
if returning into the region of its origin, will 
triumph over lusts, and so, temperance being 
accepted as a spouse, will reign, about to return 
more secure into heaven (*Retractions* lib. 1, ch. 
1, n. 3). Do you see what I say? Let us take all those 
things out of the way now: 'arms must be made 
by a sharp man' (*Aeneid* lib. 8, v. 304); nor 
have I ever wished anything less than that some
thing should arise among those who have lived 
much together and talked much, whence a new 
conflict as it were should arise. But on account 
of memory, which is an unfaithful guardian of 
things thought out, I wished those things which 
we have often handled between us to be brought 
into letters, at the same time that these youths 
might learn both to attend to these things and try 
to approach and undergo them."

23. "Then therefore do you not know that I 
have nothing certain yet which I feel, but am 
hindered from seeking it by the arguments and 
disputations of the Academics? For I know not 
how they have made a certain probability in the 
mind (that I may not yet recede from their word) 
that man cannot find the truth: whence I had 
become lazy and altogether sluggish, nor did I 
dare to seek what it was not allowed for the 
most acute and most learned men to find. Unless 
therefore I shall first have persuaded myself that 
the truth can be found as much as they persuaded 
themselves it cannot; I shall not dare to seek, nor 
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have I anything which I should defend. Therefore 
remove that interrogation, if it pleases, and let us 
rather discuss between us, as sagaciously as we 
can, whether the truth can be found. And for my 
part I seem to myself already to have many things 
with which I strive to lean against the reason of 
the Academics: between whom and me in the 
meantime nothing differs, except that to them it 
seemed probable that the truth cannot be found; 
but to me it is probable that it can be found. 
For the ignorance of truth is either peculiar to 
me, if they were feigning, or certainly common to 
both."

C H A P T E R  X .

The controversy had with the Academics is not of words, but 

of things.

24. Then Alypius said: "Now I shall proceed 
secure: for I see that you will be not so much 
an accuser as a helper. Therefore, lest we go 
further, let us see first, I beg, lest through this 
question in which I seem to have succeeded 
those who yielded to you, we fall into a contro
versy of word, which we have often confessed to 
be most shameful, from that Tullian authority, 
you yourself insinuating it. For when, unless I 
am mistaken, Licentius said that the opinion of 
the Academics about probability pleased him, 
you added what he confirmed without doubt, 
whether he knew that this was also named 'like
lihood' (*verisimilitudo*) by the same ones. And I 
know well, since they are known to me from you, 
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that the opinions of the Academics are not with
out you. Which since, as I said, they are fixed in 
your mind; why you should follow words, I know 
not." That is not," I said, "believe me, a great 
controversy of words, but of things themselves: 
for I do not think that those men were such as did 
not know how to impose names on things; but 
those words seem to me to have been chosen by 
them both to hide their opinion from the slower 
and to signify it to the more vigilant. Why and 
how it seems so to me, I will explain when I 
shall first have discussed those things which men 
think were said by them as enemies of human 
knowledge. Therefore I am very glad that our dis
course has proceeded this far today, so that what 
was being sought between us might sufficiently 
and clearly stand firm. For those seem to me to 
have been altogether grave and prudent men. If 
there is anything, however, which we shall now 
dispute, it will be against those who believed 
that the Academics were adverse to the invention 
of truth. And lest you think me terrified, I will 
even be armed not unwillingly against those very 
ones, if they defended those things which we 
read in their books from their heart, and not 
for the sake of hiding their opinion, lest certain 
sacred things of truth should be rashly betrayed 
by them to polluted and as it were profane minds. 
Which I would do today, were not the setting of 
the sun already compelling us to return home." 
Thus far it was disputed on that day.

T H I R D  D I S P U TAT I O N .
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CHAPTER XI.---What the probable is.

25. On the next day, however, although a 
no less mild and tranquil day had dawned, yet 
we were scarcely extricated from domestic busi
nesses. For we had consumed a great part of it 
especially in the writing of letters. And when 
now scarcely two hours remained, we proceeded 
to the meadow. For the excessive serenity of the 
sky invited us, and it pleased us that we should 
not allow even that time which had remained 
to perish. Therefore, when we had come to the 
accustomed tree and remained in the place: "I 
should wish you, youths," I said, "since no great 
matter is to be undertaken today, to recall to my 
memory how Alypius responded yesterday to the 
little question which disturbed you." Here Licen
tius said: "It is so brief that there is no trouble 
in recording this; but how light it may be, you 
shall see. For, as I think, he forbade you to move 
a question about words when the matter stood 
firm." And I: "Have you sufficiently noticed what 
this very thing is, or what force it has?" "I seem 
to myself," he said, "to see what it is; but I beg 
you to explain it for a little while. For I have often 
heard from you that it is shameful for disputants 
to linger in a question of words when no contest 
concerning things has remained. But this is more 
subtle than that it ought to be demanded to be 
explained by me."

26. "Listen therefore, you," I said, "to what it 
is. The Academics call that 'probable' or 'likely' 
(*verisimile*) which can invite us to acting with
out assent. I say 'without assent' in this way, that 
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we should not think that what we do is true, or 
should not judge that we know it; yet let us act. As 
for example, if someone should ask us whether, 
after a night so liquid and pure as yesterday's, the 
sun would rise today so joyful; I believe that we 
would deny that we know it, yet we would say 
that it so seems. 'Such,' says the Academic, 'seem 
to me all things which I thought should be named 
probable or likely; which if you wish to call by an
other name, I do not at all resist. For it is enough 
for me that you have already well received what I 
say, that is, on what things I impose these names. 
For it is fitting for the wise man to be not a maker 
of words, but an inquirer into things.' Have you 
sufficiently understood how those ludicra with 
which I was agitating you have been shaken from 
my hands?" Here when both responded that they 
understood, and by their very face demanded 
my response: "What do you think?" I said. That 
Cicero, whose words these are, was destitute of 
the Latin tongue, so that he imposed less apt 
names on the things which he felt?"

C H A P T E R  X I I .

Again concerning the probable and the likely.

27. Then Trygetius said: "It now pleases us, 
since the matter is known, to move no calumnies 
about words. Wherefore see rather what you re
spond to this one who has liberated us, against 
whom you, having been driven back, attempt to 
rush again." And Licentius said: "Wait, I beg," he 
said; "for something or other dawns on me, by 
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which I see that so great an argument ought not 
to have been snatched from you so easily." And 
when he had remained silent for some time, fixed 
in thought: "I ask," he said, "nothing seems to me 
more absurd than to say that he follows the likely 
(*verisimile*) who is ignorant of what the true 
is: nor does that similitude of yours disturb me. 
For I, having been rightly interrogated whether 
from this temper of the sky any rain will be 
gathered for tomorrow, respond that it is likely, 
I who do not deny that I know something of the 
true. For I know that that tree cannot just now 
become silver, and many such true things I say 
not impudently that I know, of which I see those 
things to be similar which I name likely. But you, 
Carneades, or whatever other Greek pest, that I 
may spare our own (for why should I hesitate 
to cross over to this side to him to whom I am 
owed as a captive by the right of victory?): you 
therefore, since you say that you know nothing 
of the true, whence do you follow this likely? But 
forsooth, I could not impose another name on it. 
Why therefore must we dispute with him who 
cannot even speak?"

28. "I shall not fear deserters," said Alypius; 
"how much less that Carneades, against whom, 
moved by I know not whether youthful or boyish 
levity, you thought calumnies rather than some 
weapon should be hurled? For to him indeed, 
for strengthening his own opinion, which was 
always founded as far as the probable, this will 
in the meantime easily have sufficed against you: 
that we are placed so far from the discovery of the 
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true, that you can be a great argument to yourself, 
you who were so moved from your place by one 
little question that you utterly ignored where you 
should stand. But these things, and your knowl
edge which you confessed a little while ago was 
impressed on you concerning this tree, let us 
defer to another time. For although you have now 
chosen other parts, yet you are to be diligently 
taught what I said a little while ago. For not yet, 
as I think, had we progressed into that question 
in which it is asked whether the true can be 
found: but I thought that only that should be 
prescribed in the very vestibule of my defense, in 
which I had seen you weary and prostrate; that 
is, whether it is the likely, or the probable, or by 
whatever other name it can be called, which the 
Academics say is enough for them, that should 
not be asked. For if you now seem to yourself 
the best discoverer of truth, it is nothing to me. 
Afterwards, if you shall not have been ungrateful 
to this patronage of mine, you will perhaps teach 
me the same things."

C H A P T E R  X I I I .

Whether the Academics dissimulated that they knew the 

truth.

29. Here I, when Licentius modestly dreaded 
the attack of Alypius, said: "You have preferred, 
Alypius, to speak of all things rather than how 
we must dispute with those who do not know 
how to speak." And he said: "Since it has long 
since been known both to me and to all, and 
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you now sufficiently indicate by your profession 
that you are skilled in speaking; I should wish 
you to explain the utility first of this inquiry of 
yours, which either is superfluous, as I think, 
and it is much more superfluous to respond to 
it; or if it shall have seemed advantageous, and 
could not be explained by me, I should precari
ously obtain from you that you do not grudge 
the office of a teacher." "You remember," I said, 
"that I promised yesterday that I would act later 
concerning those vocabularies. And now the sun 
warns that I should gather into chests the ludicra 
which I proposed for the boys; especially since I 
now propose them rather for the sake of adorn
ing than of selling. Now before darkness, which 
is accustomed to be the patroness of the Acade
mics, occupies our pen, I wish it to be most fully 
established among us today for the explanation 
of which question we must rise in the morning. 
Therefore respond, I beg, whether it seems to 
you that the Academics had a certain opinion 
concerning the truth, and were unwilling to pro
duce it rashly for unknown or unpurged minds; 
or whether they truly felt as their disputations 
have themselves."

30. Then he said: "What their mind was," he 
said, "I will not rashly confirm. For as much as 
it is given to be collected from books, you know 
better in what words they were accustomed to 
produce their opinion: but if you consult me con
cerning myself, I think that the true has not yet 
been found. I add also what you were demand
ing concerning the Academics, that I think it 
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cannot be found, not only from the ingrained 
opinion of mine which you have almost always 
noticed, but also from the authority of great and 
more excellent philosophers; to whom either our 
weakness, or their sagacity beyond which it is 
to be believed that nothing can now be found, 
somehow compels us to offer our necks. "This 
is," I said, "what I wished. For I feared lest, when 
that which seemed to me seemed also to you, our 
disputation would remain maimed, with no one 
existing who would compel the matter to come 
into hands from the other side, so that it might 
be turned as diligently as we can. Therefore if 
that had happened, I was prepared to ask you 
that you should so undertake the parts of the 
Academics as if they seemed to you not only 
to have disputed, but also to have felt, that the 
true cannot be comprehended. It is asked there
fore between us, whether by their arguments it 
is probable that nothing can be perceived, and 
that assent is to be given to no thing. Which if 
you shall have obtained, I will gladly yield: but 
if I shall have been able to demonstrate that it is 
much more probable both that the wise man can 
arrive at the truth, and that assent is not always 
to be withheld: you will have nothing, as I think, 
why you should not allow yourself to cross over 
into my opinion." When this had pleased him and 
the others who were present, now shadowed by 
evening we returned home.

BOOK THREE presents two disputations, at 
the beginning of which it is established that 
fortune is nothing, whether for aid or for imped
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iment, to the wise man. Presently Augustine, 
with Alypius resisting for the parts undertaken, 
proves that something is known by the wise man, 
as one who at least has known wisdom. Then 
he discusses Zeno's definition, and refutes those 
two decrees of the Academics: "That nothing can 
be perceived;" and, "That assent should be given 
to no thing." He says finally that it seems to him 
that the Academics did not so feel as they are 
commonly thought.

F I R S T  D I S P U TAT I O N .

CHAPTER ONE.---Truth is to be sought greatly, whence the 

happy life depends.

1. When, after that discourse which the second 
book contains, we had sat down on another day 
in the baths; for it was more gloomy than that 
it should be pleasing to descend to the meadow; 
I thus began: "I think you have now sufficiently 
noticed concerning what matter the question to 
be discussed between us has been established. 
But before I come to my parts, which pertain to 
the explanation of it, I pray you to listen willingly 
to a few things concerning hope, concerning life, 
and concerning our institute, not abhorring from 
the matter. I think that our business is not light 
or superfluous, but necessary and highest, to 
seek truth greatly: this is agreed between me and 
Alypius. For both the other philosophers thought 
that their wise man had found it; and the Acade
mics professed that it is to be found by their wise 
man with the highest effort, and that he does 
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that diligently; but since it either lay hidden over
whelmed, or being confused did not stand out, 
that for conducting life he follows that which oc
curred as probable and likely (*verisimile*). That 
was also completed by your pristine discepta
tion. For when one asserted that a man becomes 
happy by truth having been found, but the other 
only by it having been diligently sought; it is a 
doubt to none of us that nothing is to be preferred 
by us to this business. Wherefore, I ask, what kind 
of day do we seem to you to have led yesterday? 
To you indeed it was permitted to live in your 
studies. For you too, Trygetius, delighted yourself 
with the songs of Virgil, and Licentius was vacant 
for fashioning verses, by the love of which he 
was so struck that on account of it especially I 
thought that this discourse should be introduced 
by me, by which in his mind philosophy (for now 
is the time) should usurp and vindicate for itself 
a greater part, not only than poetics, but than any 
other discipline whatever."

C H A P T E R  I I .

Whether fortune is necessary for the wise man.

2. "But I ask you, did you not pity us when we 
had gone to bed on the day before in such a way 
that we should rise for the deferred question, and 
indeed for nothing else; because such things nec
essarily to be done concerning family property 
stood forth, that, being deeply occupied with 
these, we could scarcely breathe into ourselves 
in the two extreme hours of the day? Wherefore 
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it has always been my opinion that for the man 
who is already wise there is no need of fortune; 
but that he may become wise, fortune is very 
much necessary: unless something else seems to 
to Alypius." Then he said: "How much right you 
attribute to fortune, I do not yet well know. For 
if you think that for the sake of contemning for
tune, fortune itself is necessary, I also give myself 
to you as a companion in this opinion. But if 
you concede nothing else to fortune than those 
things which cannot be supplied for the necessity 
of the body unless she herself is willing; I do not 
so think. For either it is permitted, while she is 
resisting and unwilling, for one not yet wise, yet 
desirous of wisdom, to take those things which 
we confess are necessary for life; or it must be 
conceded that even in all the life of the wise man 
she dominates, since even the wise man himself 
cannot not lack those things which are necessary 
for the body."

3. "You say therefore," I said, "that fortune is 
necessary for the one studious of wisdom, but for 
the wise man you deny it." "It is not out of place 
to repeat the same things," he said. "And so now 
also I ask of you whether you estimate that for
tune helps anything toward contemning herself. 
Which if you think, I say that the one desirous 
of wisdom greatly lacks fortune." "I think so," I 
said, "if indeed through her he will be such as can 
contemn her. Nor is it absurd: for so also for us 
when small, breasts are necessary, by which it is 
effected that we can afterwards live and be strong 
without these." "If the conception of the mind 
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does not disagree," he said, "it is clear to me that 
our opinions concord: unless perhaps it seems 
to anyone that it must be discerned that not the 
breasts themselves or fortune, but some other 
thing makes us contemners of either fortune or 
breasts." "It is no great matter," I said, "to use 
another similar thing. For as without a ship, or 
any vehicle whatever, or at all (lest I should fear 
even Daedalus himself) without any instruments 
accommodated to this matter, or some more 
occult power, no one transmits the Aegean Sea, 
although he proposes nothing else than to arrive; 
which when it has happened to him, he is ready 
to cast away and contemn all those things by 
which he was conveyed: so whoever shall have 
wished to arrive at the port of wisdom, and as 
it were at the firmest and quietest soil; since, to 
omit other things, if he shall have been blind and 
deaf, he cannot, which is placed in the power of 
fortune, it seems to me that he has fortune as nec
essary for that which he has concupisced. Which 
when he shall have obtained, although he may be 
thought to lack certain things pertaining to the 
health of the body; yet that stands firm, that these 
are not needed that he may be wise, but that 
he may live among men." "Nay," said he, "if he 
should be blind and deaf, he will, in my opinion, 
rightly contemn both obtaining wisdom and life 
itself on account of which wisdom is sought."

4. "Yet," I said, "since this very life of ours, by 
which we live here, is in the power of fortune; and 
since no one can become wise unless living: must 
it not be confessed that there is need of her favor, 
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by which we may be conveyed to wisdom?" "But 
since wisdom," he said, "is not necessary except 
for the living, and life being removed there is no 
indigence of wisdom, I dread nothing of fortune 
in propagating life. For because I live, therefore I 
wish wisdom; I do not wish life because I desire 
wisdom. Whence if fortune shall have taken life 
from me, she will take away the cause of seeking 
wisdom. I have nothing therefore why, that I 
may become wise, I should either hope for the 
favor of fortune or dread her impediments, unless 
perhaps you shall have brought forward other 
things." Then I: "Do you not therefore think that 
the one studious of wisdom can be impeded by 
fortune, lest he should arrive at wisdom, even if 
she does not take life from him?" "I do not think 
so," he said.

C H A P T E R  I I I .

The wise man and the studious differ. That the wise man 

knows something, because at least he knows wisdom.

5. "I wish," I said, "that you would open to 
me a little, what seems to you to differ between 
the wise man and the philosopher?" "I think," 
he said, "that the wise man differs in no thing 
from the studious one; except that of those things 
of which a certain habit is in the wise man, in 
the studious one there is only fragrance." "What, 
pray, are those things?" I said. "For to me nothing 
else seems to interest, except that the one knows 
wisdom, the other desires to know." "If you deter
mine knowledge by a modest end," he said, "you 
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have spoken the thing itself more plainly." "In 
whatever way," I said, "I may determine it, this 
has pleased all, that there cannot be knowledge 
of false things." "In this," he said, "a prescription 
seemed to me to be objected, lest by my inconsid
erate consent your oration should easily ride in 
the fields of that principal question." "Plainly," I 
said, "you have left me nothing where I could 
ride. For unless I am deceived, we have arrived 
at the very end, which I have long since been 
laboring for. For if, as you have subtly and truly 
said, nothing interests between the studious of 
wisdom and the wise man except that the one 
loves, but the other has, the discipline of wisdom; 
whence also you did not hesitate to express the 
name itself, that is, a certain habit; but no one 
can have discipline in the mind who has learned 
nothing; but he has learned nothing who knows 
nothing; and no one can know the false: therefore 
the wise man knows the truth, whom you your
self have already confessed has the discipline of 
wisdom in his mind, that is, a habit." "I know 
not," he said, "of what impudence I should be if 
I should wish to deny that I confessed a habit 
of the inquiry into divine and human things is 
in the wise man. But how it should seem to you 
that there is not a habit of probable findings, I do 
not see." "Do you concede to me," I said, "that no 
one knows false things?" "That easily indeed," he 
said. "Say now if you can," I said, "that the wise 
man does not know wisdom." "Why," he said, 
"do you conclude all things by this limit, so that 
it cannot seem to him that he has comprehended 
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wisdom?" "Give," I said, "your right hand. For if 
you remember, this is what I said yesterday I 
would effect, which I now rejoice has not been 
concluded by me, but offered to me by you of your 
own accord. For when I had said that this inter
est exists between me and the Academics, that 
to them it seemed probable that truth cannot 
be comprehended; but to me, although not yet 
found by me, it yet seems that it can be found 
by the wise man: now you, when you were urged 
by my interrogation whether the wise man does 
not know wisdom, said: 'It seems to him that 
he knows.' "What then afterwards?" he said. "Be
cause if it seems to him," I said, "that he knows 
wisdom, it does not seem to him that the wise 
man can know nothing. Or if wisdom is nothing, 
I wish you to affirm it."

6. "I would truly believe," he said, "that we 
had come to the goal and the end; but suddenly 
when you interposed right hands, I see that we 
are most disjoined and have progressed into the 
long: evidently because on yesterday no other 
question seemed to have been established by us, 
except that, you affirming that the wise man can 
arrive at the comprehension of the true, I had 
denied it: but now I think that I have conceded 
nothing to you, than that it can seem to the 
wise man that he has attained the wisdom of 
probable things: which wisdom however I think 
is a doubt to none of us that I constituted in 
the investigation of divine and human things." 
"You are not," I said, "therefore evolved because 
you involve: for you seem to me now to dispute 
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for the sake of exercising yourself. And because 
you well know that these youths can scarcely yet 
discern those things which are discussed acutely 
and subtly, you abuse, as it were, the ignorance of 
the judges, so that it is permitted to you to speak 
as much as you please with no one reclaiming. 
For a little while ago you said, when I was asking 
whether the wise man knows wisdom, that it 
seems to him that he knows. To whom therefore 
it seems that the wise man knows wisdom, it 
does not at all seem to him that the wise man 
knows nothing. For this cannot be contended, 
unless anyone should dare to say that wisdom 
is nothing. From which it happens that now this 
seems to you, which also to me; for it seems to 
me that the wise man knows not nothing, and to 
you, I think, to whom it pleases that it seems to 
the wise man that the wise man knows wisdom." 
Then he: "I think that I do not wish to exercise 
my genius more than you; and I wonder at that, 
for there is no need of any exercise for you in this 
matter. For to me, perhaps still blind, it seems 
to interest between 'seeming to oneself to know' 
and 'knowing'; and between 'wisdom which is 
placed in investigation' and 'truth': which when 
they are said by us with either one, I do not find 
how they square with themselves." Then I, when 
we were now called to luncheon: "It does not," I 
said, "displease me that you resist so much: for 
either we both do not know what we speak, and 
labor must be given lest we be so base; or one of 
us, which likewise to leave and neglect is no less 
base: but in the afternoon hours we will return to 
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each other. For when it seemed to me that we had 
now arrived at the goal, you even mixed fists." 
Here when they had laughed, we departed.

S E C O N D  D I S P U TAT I O N .

CHAPTER IV.---Again that he is not wise who knows nothing.

7. And when we had returned, we found Licen
tius, whom Helicon had subvened to him who 
was never thirsty, gaping at verses to be thought 
out. For almost from the middle of luncheon, 
although the same was the beginning as the end 
of our luncheon, he had risen secretly and had 
drunk nothing. To whom I said: "I wish indeed 
for you that you may at some time embrace 
that poetics which you have concupisced: not 
because that perfection delights me too much; 
but because I see that you have so flared up 
that you cannot escape from this love except by 
fastidiousness; which is accustomed to happen 
easily after perfection. Then since you are well 
sonorous, I should prefer that you inculcate your 
verses in our ears rather than that in those Greek 
tragedies, in the manner of little birds which 
we see shut up in cages, you should sing words 
which you do not understand. I admonish you 
however that you proceed to drink, if you wish, 
and return to our school, if indeed Hortensius 
and philosophy now merit something from you, 
for which you have already tasted the sweetest 
first-fruits in that discourse of yours, which had 
incited you more vehemently than that poetics to 
the knowledge of great and truly fruitful things. 
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But while I desire to recall you to the circuit of 
those disciplines by which minds are cultivated, I 
fear lest it should become a labyrinth to you, and 
it almost repents me to have repressed you from 
that impetus." He blushed, and departed that he 
might drink. For he both thirsted much, and an 
occasion was given for avoiding me, who was 
perhaps about to say more and harsher things.

8. And when he had returned, everyone being 
intent, I thus began: "Is it so, Alypius, that 
between us there is no agreement concerning a 
matter now, as it seems to me, most manifest?" 
"It is not a wonder," he said, "if what you assert 
to be in promptu for you, is obscure for me: 
since most manifest things can be more manifest 
to others, and likewise certain obscure things 
can be more obscure to some. For if even this 
is truly manifest to you, believe me, there is 
another whoever to whom even this manifest of 
yours is more manifest; and likewise another to 
whom my obscure is more obscure. But lest you 
should think me too pugnacious any longer, I 
should have besought that you should set forth 
this manifest more manifestly." "Attend, I beg, 
diligently," I said, "and as if with the care of 
responding set aside for a little while. For if I well 
know me and you, what I say will easily become 
clear with labor given, and one will quickly per
suade the other. Did you say finally, or perhaps I 
had become deaf, that it seems to the wise man 
that he knows wisdom?" He nodded. "Let us omit 
for a little while," I said, "that wise man. Are you 
yourself wise, or not?" "Nothing less," he said. "I 
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wish however," I said, "that you should respond 
to me what you yourself feel concerning the Aca
demic wise man; whether forsooth it seems to 
you that he knows wisdom?" "Whether it seems 
to himself to know," he said, "or whether he 
knows, do you think they are one or diverse? For 
I fear lest this confusion should provide a refuge 
to any of us."

9. "This is," I said, "that Tuscan quarrel, as it 
is accustomed to be called, when not the solution 
of it, but the objection of another seems to cure 
the attempted question." Which even our poet 
(that I may give myself somewhat to the ears of 
Licentius) decently judged in a Bucolic poem to 
be rustic and plainly pastoral, when one interro
gates the other where the space of the sky lies 
open no more than three cubits: but he, 'Tell in 
what lands flowers are born inscribed with the 
names of kings.' Which I beg, Alypius, that you do 
not think is permitted to us in the villa: certainly 
even these little baths should make some record 
of the decorum of gymnasiums: to that which I 
ask, if it pleases, respond. Does it seem to you that 
the wise man of the Academics knows wisdom?" 
"Lest by referring words to words," he said, "we 
go into the long, it seems that it seems to him 
that he knows." "Does it therefore seem to you," 
I said, "that he does not know?" For I do not ask 
what seems to you to seem to the wise man, but 
whether it seems to you that the wise man knows 
wisdom. You can, as I think, here either say yes 
or deny." "O would that," he said, "it were either 
so easy for me as for you, or so difficult for you 
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as for me! neither would you be so troublesome, 
nor would you hope for anything in these. For 
when you interrogated me what seems to me 
concerning the Academic wise man; I responded, 
that it seems to me that it seems to him that he 
knows wisdom, lest I should either rashly affirm 
that I know, or should no less rashly say that he 
knows." "For a great benefit," I said, "I beg that 
you first concede to me that you deign to respond 
to that which I, not to that which you, interrogate 
yourself. Then that you omit for a little while 
now my hope, which I know for certain is no less 
a care to you than your own. Certainly if I shall 
have deceived myself by this interrogation, I will 
quickly cross over into your part, and we will fin
ish the controversy. Finally, that having pushed 
away some or other solicitude, by which I see you 
are touched, you should attend more diligently, 
by which you may easily understand what I wish 
to be responded to by you. For you said that you 
therefore did not either say yes or deny, which 
is at all to be done to that which I ask, lest you 
should rashly say that you know what you do 
not know: as if forsooth I had asked what you 
know, and not what seems to you. Therefore now 
I interrogate the same more plainly (if however 
it can be said more plainly): Does the wise man 
seem to you to know wisdom, or does he not 
seem?" "If a wise man such as reason produces 
can be found," he said, "it can seem to me that he 
knows wisdom." "Reason therefore," I said, "pro
duces to you that such is the wise man, who is not 
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ignorant of wisdom: and rightly so. For it did not 
become it to seem otherwise to you."

10. "I ask therefore now, whether a wise man 
can be found. For if he can, he can also know 
wisdom, and the whole question between us is 
dissolved. But if you say he cannot, now it will 
not be asked whether the wise man knows any
thing, but whether any one can be a wise man. 
Which being established, we must now recede 
from the Academics, and that question must 
be turned with you, as much as we are able, 
diligently and cautiously. For it pleased them, 
or rather it seemed, both that a wise man can 
exist, and yet that knowledge cannot fall into a 
man. Wherefore they affirmed that the wise man 
knows nothing. But to you it seems that he knows 
wisdom, which is at all not to know nothing. For 
at the same time it has pleased us, which also 
among all the ancients and among the Academics 
themselves, that no one can know false things: 
whence that now remains, that you either con
tend that wisdom is nothing, or you confess that 
such a wise man is described by the Academics as 
reason does not have."

C H A P T E R  V.

The vain refuge of the Academics is precluded.

11. "And these things having been omitted, you 
should consent that we seek whether such a wis
dom can come to a man as reason produces. For 
we ought not, nor can we rightly call another wis
dom." "Even if I should concede," he said, "what 
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I see you are striving for greatly, that wisdom is 
known by the wise man, and that something has 
been apprehended between us which the wise 
man can perceive; yet by no means does every 
intention of the Academics occur to me as having 
been shaken. For I foresee that a not minimum 
place of defense is reserved for them, nor that 
that suspension of assent has been cut off, since 
they cannot be lacking to this very cause of theirs 
by which you think them convicted. For they will 
say that so much is nothing comprehended, and 
assent is to be provided to no thing, that even this 
concerning nothing being perceived, which they 
had probably persuaded themselves of through 
almost their whole life up to you, has now been 
extorted from them by this conclusion: so that 
whether then or now the force of this argument 
is unvanquished by the tardiness of my genius 
or in truth by its own strength, it cannot move 
them from their place, since they can still prevail 
to affirm boldly that not even now is assent to 
be given to any thing. For perhaps at some time 
something can be found even against this by 
themselves or by someone, which may be said 
acutely and probably: and that their image and 
as it were a certain mirror ought to be noticed 
in that Proteus, who is handed down to be accus
tomed to be taken by that by which he would 
least be taken, and that his investigators never 
held the same, except by the index of some kind 
of divinity. Which if it were present, and should 
deign to demonstrate to us that truth which is of 
so much care, I also, even they being unwilling, 
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which I least think, will confess that they have 
been overcome."

12. "It is well," I said; "altogether I have wished 
for nothing more. For see, I beg, how many and 
how great good things have come to me. The 
first is, that the Academics are said to be now 
so convicted that nothing remains to them for 
defense, except that which cannot happen. For 
who could either understand this in any way, 
or prevail to believe it, that he who has been 
conquered should glory that he is the victor by 
that very thing by which he was conquered? Then 
if any conflict now remains with these, it is not 
from that which they say, that nothing can be 
known, but from that which they contend that 
assent is to be given to no thing. Now therefore 
we are concordant. For as it seems to me, so 
also to them it seems that the wise man knows 
wisdom. But yet they admonish that one should 
temper from assent. For they say that it only 
seems to them; but that they know in no way: 
as if I should profess that I know. I say that that 
also seems to me: for I am foolish, as even they 
themselves, if they do not know wisdom. But I 
think that we ought to approve something, that 
is, the truth. Concerning which I consult them 
whether they deny it, that is, whether it pleases 
them that assent is not to be given to the truth. 
They will never say this, but they will asseverate 
that it is not found. Therefore here also they have 
me as a companion from some part, that it does 
not displease both, and thus necessarily pleases, 
that assent is to be given to the truth. But who 
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will demonstrate it, they say? Where I will not 
care to certate with them; it is enough for me that 
it is no longer probable that the wise man knows 
nothing, lest they be compelled to say a most 
absurd thing, either that wisdom is nothing, or 
that wisdom does not know the wise man."

C H A P T E R  V I .

Truth is not perceived except by divine aid.

13. "But who could show the true, Alypius, 
has been said by you, from whom I must labor 
greatly not to dissent. For you said that some 
divinity alone can show man what is true, both 
briefly and also piously. Therefore I have heard 
nothing in this discourse of ours more willingly, 
nothing more weighty, nothing more probable, 
and, if that divinity be present as I trust, nothing 
more true. For even that Proteus, with how much 
altitude of mind was he commemorated by you, 
with how much intention toward the best kind of 
philosophy? For that Proteus, so that you young 
men may see that poets are not to be entirely 
contemned by philosophy, is introduced as an 
image of truth. Truth's persona, I say, Proteus 
shows and sustains in the poems, which no 
one can obtain if, deceived by false images, he 
shall have either loosened or let go the knots of 
comprehension. For those images are they which 
by the custom of corporal things through these 
senses which we use for the necessities of this 
life, strive to deceive and illude us even when 
truth is held, and is as it were had in the hands. 
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This third good therefore has happened to me, 
which I do not find how much I may estimate. For 
with me my most familiar friend concordant not 
only concerning the probability of human life, 
but even concerning religion itself, which is the 
most manifest indication of a true friend. Since 
friendship has been most rightly and most holily 
defined as the agreement of human and divine 
things with benevolence and charity."

C H A P T E R  V I I .

Augustine, at the exhortation of Alypius, henceforth holds an 

oration against the Academics. A certain pleasant passage of 

Cicero is referred to.

14. "Yet lest either the arguments of the Acad
emics seem to spread certain clouds, or we seem 
to resist haughtily to some the authority of most 
learned men, among whom especially Tullius 
cannot fail to move us; if it pleases you, I will 
first discuss a few things against those to whom 
those disputations seem to be adverse to the 
truth. Then, as it seems to me, I will show what 
cause there was for the Academics to hide their 
opinion. Therefore, Alypius, although I see you 
entirely on my side, yet undertake for these a little 
while, and answer me." "Since today," he said, 
"you have proceeded auspiciously, as they say, I 
will not impede your most full victory, and those 
parts I will now more securely, in as much as they 
are imposed by you, try to undertake; if yet this 
which you signify that you will do by interroga
tions, you would rather convert into a continuous 
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oration (if it is convenient to you); lest in truth as 
a pertinacious adversary, which is farthest from 
your humanity, I being already a captive should 
be tortured by you with those minute weapons."

15. And when I noticed that they also expected 
this, as if having entered upon another exordium: 
"I will do your custom," I said. "And although 
after that labor of the rhetorical school I had pre
sumed that I would rest somewhat in this light 
armor, so that I might do these things by interro
gating rather than by speaking; yet because we 
are also very few, so that it is not necessary for me 
to cry out against my health; and I have wished 
this pen to be as it were the driver and moderator 
of my discourse for the cause of the same health, 
lest I be carried away in mind more excitedly than 
the care of the body demands: hear in a continu
ous oration, as you wish, what I think. But first let 
us see of what sort that is, whence the lovers of 
the Academics are accustomed to glory too much. 
For there is in the books of Cicero, which he wrote 
for the patronage of this cause, a certain place, as 
it seems to me, seasoned with wonderful urban
ity, and as it seems to some, even strengthened 
by firmness. It is altogether difficult that it should 
not move anyone, what is said there, that the 
second parts are given to the Academic wise man 
by all of the other sects who seem to themselves 
to be wise, since it is necessary that each one 
vindicates the first parts for himself. From which 
it can probably be concluded, that he is rightly 
first in his own judgment, who is second in the 
judgment of all others."
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16. "For suppose, for the sake of the word, a 
Stoic wise man to be present; for against them 
especially the genius of the Academics flared up: 
therefore if Zeno or Chrysippus be interrogated, 
who is the wise man; he will respond that he is 
the one whom he himself has described. On the 
other hand Epicurus or any other of the adver
saries will deny it, and will contend rather that 
his own most expert fowler of pleasures is the 
wise man. Thence to a quarrel: Zeno cries out, 
and all that porch is in an uproar, that man was 
born for nothing else than honesty; that she by 
her own splendor draws minds into herself, with 
no advantage whatsoever placed outside and as 
it were a pimping reward: and that that pleasure 
of Epicurus is common only among beasts; into 
whose society it is an impiety to thrust both the 
man and the wise man. Against him, that other, a 
crowd of drunken people having been called to
gether from the gardens for help as if free, seeking 
yet whom they may tear apart with uncombed 
nails as they revel and with a harsh mouth, exag
gerating the name of pleasure, sweetness, quiet, 
with the people as witness, insists sharply, so 
that unless by it no one seems to be able to be 
happy. Into whose strife if the Academic shall 
have run, he will hear both drawing him to their 
parts: but if he shall have conceded into those 
or into these, by those whom he deserts, he will 
be cried out upon as insane, unskilled, and rash. 
Therefore when he has diligently applied his ear 
both here and there, having been interrogated 
what seems to him, he will say that he doubts. 
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Ask now the Stoic, who is better; Epicurus who 
cries out that he is delirious, or the Academic 
who pronounces that he is still to deliberate con
cerning so great a thing. No one doubts that the 
Academic will be preferred. Turn yourself back to 
that one, and seek whom he loves more; Zeno, by 
whom he is named a beast; or Arcesilaus, from 
whom he hears: 'You perhaps speak the truth, 
but I will seek more diligently.' Is it not open that 
all that porch seems insane, but the Academics 
before them seem modest and cautious men to 
Epicurus? Thus equally concerning almost all the 
sects Cicero most copiously provides as it were 
a most pleasant spectacle for those reading, as if 
showing that there is none of them who, when 
he has given the first parts to himself, which is 
necessary, does not say that he gives the second 
to him whom he has seen not to repugn, but to 
doubt. In which I will not be adverse, nor will 
I take away any glory from them. Let it indeed 
seem to whomsoever that Cicero here was not 
joking, but wished to follow and collect certain 
vain and windy things, which is abhorrent from 
the levity of the Greeks themselves."

C H A P T E R  V I I I .

The passage brought from Cicero is refuted.

17. "For what hinders me, if I wish to resist 
this vanity, from easily showing how much less 
an evil it is to be unlearned than to be indocile? 
Whence it happens that when that boastful little 
Academic has given himself as a disciple to indi
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viduals, and no one has been able to persuade 
him of what he thinks he knows; he is afterward 
laughed at by a great consensus of those men. For 
already each one will judge any other of his ad
versaries to have learned nothing, but this one to 
be able to learn nothing. From which henceforth 
he will be projected from the schools of all, not 
by ferules, which would be more deformed than 
troublesome, but by the keys and clubs of those 
cloaked men. For it will not be a great business 
to demand certain Herculean aids of the Cynics 
against the common pest. But if it should please 
one to contend with these concerning that most 
cheap glory, which indeed to me who am philos
ophizing, but not yet wise, is to be conceded 
with easier pardon; what will they have that they 
can refell? For behold, let us make that I and 
the Academic have rushed into those strifes of 
the philosophers: let all altogether be present, let 
them briefly for the time expose their opinions. 
Let it be sought from Carneades what he thinks. 
He will say that he doubts. Therefore the individ
uals will prefer him to the others. Therefore all 
to all: a great indeed and most high glory. Who 
would not wish to imitate him? and I therefore 
having been interrogated, will respond the same; 
the praise will be equal. Does the wise man 
therefore rejoice in that glory, in which the fool is 
equaled to him? What if even he easily surpasses 
him? Does shame do nothing? For I will now hold 
that Academic departing from the judgment. For 
folly is more greedy of victory of this kind. There
fore, he being retained, I will produce to the 
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judges what they ignore, and I will say: 'I, O 
best men, have this in common with him, that 
he doubts which of you follows the true. But we 
have also our own opinions, concerning which I 
ask you to judge. For to me indeed it is uncertain, 
although I have heard your decrees, where the 
true may be: but for this reason, that who among 
you is wise, I ignore. This one, however, denies 
that even the wise man himself knows anything, 
not even wisdom itself, whence he is called wise.' 
Who would not see whose that palm is? For if my 
adversary shall have said this, I will win in glory; 
if however, blushing, he shall have confessed that 
the wise man knows wisdom, I will win in opin
ion."

C H A P T E R  I X .

The definition of Zeno is discussed.

18. "But let us now recede from this litigious 
tribunal into some place where no crowd may 
be troublesome to us; and would that it were 
into that very school of Plato, which is said to 
have received its name from this, that it is secret 
from the people: here let us now discuss not 
concerning glory, which is light and puerile, but 
concerning life itself, and concerning some hope 
of a happy mind, as much as we are able among 
ourselves. The Academics deny that anything can 
be known. Whence has this pleased you, O most 
studious and most learned men? The definition 
of Zeno, they say, has moved us. Why, I beg? For 
if it is true, he knows something of the true, who 
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knows even it; but if false, it ought not to have 
moved most constant men. But let us see what 
Zeno says. Namely, that such a vision can be 
comprehended and perceived, which would not 
have signs in common with the false. Has this 
moved you, O Platonic man, so that with all your 
strength you would withdraw those studious of 
learning from hope, so that they would desert the 
whole business of philosophizing with a certain 
even to be groaned at torpor of the mind helping?

19. But how should it not move him, if both 
nothing such can be found, and unless something 
is such, it cannot be perceived? if this is so, 
it ought rather to have been said that wisdom 
cannot fall into man, than that the wise man ig
nores why he lives, ignores how he lives, ignores 
whether he lives; finally, than which nothing 
more perverse and more delirious and insane can 
be said, that he is at the same time both wise, 
and ignores wisdom. For what is harsher, that a 
man cannot be wise, or that a wise man ignores 
wisdom? Nothing is to be disputed from here, if 
the thing itself so placed is not enough for judg
ing. But that perhaps if it were said, men would 
be entirely turned away from philosophizing: 
now indeed they are to be induced by the most 
sweet and most holy name of wisdom, so that 
when they have learned nothing with their age 
worn away, they may afterward pursue you with 
the highest execrations, whom they followed to 
the torments of the mind, having left at least the 
pleasures of the body.
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20. But let us see by whom they are rather 
deterred from philosophy. By him who shall have 
said: 'Hear, friend; philosophy is not called wis
dom itself, but the study of wisdom, to which 
if you shall have betaken yourself, you will not 
indeed be wise while you live here (for wisdom 
is with God, nor can it come to man), but when 
you shall have sufficiently exercised and cleansed 
yourself with such study, your mind will easily 
enjoy it after this life, that is, when you shall have 
ceased to be a man'? Or by him who shall have 
said: 'Come, mortals, to philosophy; great is this 
fruit: for what is dearer to man than wisdom? 
come therefore so that you may be wise, and ig
nore wisdom'? 'No,' he says, 'it will not be so said 
by me.' This is to deceive, for nothing else will 
be found with you. Thus it happens that if you 
shall have said this, they flee as if from an insane 
man; if in another way you shall have led them 
to this, you make them insane. But let us believe 
that, on account of both opinions, men equally 
do not wish to philosophize. If the definition of 
Zeno compelled one to say something pernicious 
to philosophy, O man, was that to be said to a 
man, whence he would grieve; or that, whence he 
would laugh at you?"

21. "Yet let us discuss what Zeno defined, as 
much as we are able as fools. He says that that 
vision can be comprehended, which so appeared 
that it could not appear false. It is manifest that 
nothing else comes into perception. 'This I also,' 
says Arcesilaus, 'see, and by this very thing I teach 
that nothing is perceived. For nothing such can 
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be found. Perhaps by you, and by other fools: 
but by the wise man why can it not? Although 
I think that nothing can be responded even to 
the fool himself, if he says to you that with that 
memorable acumen of yours you should refell 
this very definition of Zeno, and show that it also 
can be false: which if you shall not have been 
able to do, you have this very one which you 
perceive; if however you shall have refelled it, you 
have nothing whence you may be impeded from 
perceiving. I do not see that it can be refelled, and 
I judge it altogether most true. Therefore when I 
know it, although I am a fool, I know something. 
But make it yield to your craftiness. I will use a 
most secure dilemma. For either it is true, or false: 
if true, I hold it well; if false, something can be 
perceived, even if it has common signs with the 
false. 'Whence,' he says, 'can it?' Therefore Zeno 
defined most truly, nor did whoever consented 
to him even in this, err. Or shall we think a defin
ition of small praise and sincerity, which against 
those who were going to say many things against 
perception, when it designed what sort that was 
which could be perceived, showed itself to be 
such? Therefore for comprehensible things there 
is both a definition and an example. 'Whether,' 
he says, 'even it itself is true, I know not: but 
because it is probable, therefore following it I 
show that there is nothing such, of what sort 
it expressed can be comprehended.' You show 
perhaps besides it itself, and you see, as I judge, 
what follows. But if we are uncertain even of it, 
not even thus does science desert us; for we know 
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either that it is true, or that it is false: therefore 
we do not know nothing. Although it will never 
make me ungrateful, altogether I judge that def
inition most true. For either even false things 
can be perceived, which the Academics more 
vehemently fear, and in truth is absurd; or not 
even those can, which are similar to false things: 
whence that definition is true. But let us now see 
the rest."

C H A P T E R  X .

Two tenets of the Academics.

22. "Although these things, unless I am de
ceived, can be enough for victory, yet perhaps 
not to the satiety of victory. There are two things 
which are said by the Academics, against which, 
as we are able, we have instituted to come: 'That 
nothing can be perceived'; and, 'That one ought 
to assent to no thing.' Concerning assenting soon 
elsewhere, now we will say a few things concern
ing perception. Do you say that nothing what
soever can be comprehended? Here Carneades 
awoke: for no one of those slept less deeply than 
he, and he looked around the evidence of things. 
Therefore I believe, speaking with himself, as 
happens: 'Will you then, Carneades, say that you 
know not whether you are a man, or an ant? 
Or will Chrysippus triumph over you? Let us 
say that we know not those things which are 
sought among philosophers; that the rest do not 
pertain to us, so that if I shall have stumbled 
in the daily and vulgar light, I may provoke to 
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those darknesses of the unskilled, where certain 
divine eyes alone see: who even if they shall 
have beheld me palpitating and falling, could not 
betray me to the blind, especially to the arrogant, 
and those whom it would shame to be taught 
anything.' Elegantly indeed, O Greek industry, 
you proceed succinct and prepared; but you do 
not look back at that definition, both that it is 
the invention of a philosopher, and fixed and 
founded in the vestibule of philosophy. Which if 
you shall attempt to cut down, the axe will return 
into your legs: for that having been shaken, not 
only can something be perceived, but even that 
can which is most similar to the false, if you will 
not dare to overturn it. For it is your hiding place 
whence you violently burst and leap out upon 
those incautious ones desiring to cross over: 
some Hercules will suffocate you in your cave 
as a half-man Cacus, and will oppress you with 
the masses of the same, teaching that there is 
something in philosophy which cannot be made 
uncertain by you as similar to the false. Certainly 
I was hastening to other things; whoever urges 
this, affects you yourself, Carneades, with great 
contumely, whom he thinks as if dead can be 
overcome everywhere or from anywhere by me. 
If however he does not think so, he is unmer
ciful, who compels me everywhere to desert my 
garrisons and to certate with you in the field: into 
which when I had begun to descend, terrified by 
your name alone I withdrew my foot, and from a 
superior place I hurled I know not what, which 
whether it has reached you, or what it has done, 
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they will have seen under whose examination we 
fight. But why do I, inept, fear? If I remember 
well, you are dead, nor does Alypius now fight by 
right for your sepulcher: God will easily help me 
against your shadow."

23. "You say that nothing in philosophy can be 
perceived. And so that you may diffuse your ora
tion large and wide, you snatch up the strifes and 
dissensions of the philosophers, and you think 
that those minister arms to you against them. For 
how will we judge the strife between Democritus 
and the superior physicists concerning one world 
and innumerable worlds, when between him and 
his heir Epicurus concord could not remain? For 
that luxurious man, since he permits the atoms 
as if his own little maidservants, that is the little 
bodies which he gladly embraces in darkness, not 
to hold their way, but to decline spontaneously 
everywhere into alien limits, has dissipated the 
whole patrimony even through quarrels. This 
however pertains nothing to me. For if it pertains 
to wisdom to know any of these, that cannot be 
hidden from the wise man. If however wisdom 
is something else, the wise man knows that, and 
contemns these things. Yet I who am still far off 
even from the vicinity of the wise man, know 
something in these physics. For I have it certain, 
that either the world is one, or not one; and if 
not one, either of a finite number, or infinite. 
Let Carneades teach that this opinion is similar 
to the false. Likewise I know that this world of 
ours is so disposed either by the nature of bodies 
or by some providence; and that it either always 
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was and will be, or began to be and is by no 
means going to cease; or does not have an origin 
from time, but will have an end; or both began 
to stay, and will not stay perpetually: and I have 
known innumerable physical things in this way. 
For those disjunctions are true, nor can anyone 
confound them by any similitude of the false. 
'But assume something,' says the Academic. I will 
not: for this is to say, 'Leave what you know, say 
what you ignore.' But the opinion hangs. Better 
certainly it hangs than it falls; indeed it is plain; 
indeed it can now be named either false or true. 
This therefore I say that I know. You who neither 
deny that those things pertain to philosophy, and 
assert that nothing of them can be known, show 
that I ignore those things: say that those disjunc
tions either are false, or have something common 
with the false, through which they cannot be dis
cerned at all."

C H A P T E R  X I .

That from the imbecility of the senses it is not effected that 

nothing of the true is perceived. Neither from sleep and fury.

24. "Whence," he says, "do you know that 
world is, if the senses are deceived?" Your reasons 
were never able so to refell the force of the 
senses, that you would convince us that nothing 
is seen by us: nor did you ever at any time dare 
to attempt those things; but you have brooded 
over persuading vehemently that it can be other
wise than it is seen. I therefore call this whole, 
whatever it is which contains and nourishes us; 
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this, I say, which appears to my eyes, and is felt 
by me to have earth and heaven, or as it were 
earth and as it were heaven, I call the world. If 
you say that nothing is seen by me, I will never 
err. For he errs, who rashly approves what seems 
to him. For you say that the false can be seen 
by those sensing, you do not say that nothing is 
seen. For altogether the cause of all disputation 
will be taken away, where it pleases you to reign, 
if not only we know nothing, but also nothing 
seems to us. If however you deny that this which 
seems to me is the world, you make a controversy 
concerning the name, since I have said that that 
is called the world by me.

25. "Is it even so," you will say, "if you sleep, 
that that which you see is the world?" It has been 
already said, whatever seems such to me, I call 
the world. But if it pleases one to call that alone 
the world, which is seen by those waking or even 
by those sane; contend that, if you can, that those 
who sleep and are furious, do not rage and sleep 
in the world. Wherefore I say this, that this whole 
mass and machine of bodies in which we are, 
whether sleeping, or raging, or waking, or sane, 
is either one, or is not one. Explain, how this can 
be a false opinion. For if I sleep, it can happen 
that I have said nothing; or if even words have 
escaped from the mouth of one sleeping, as is 
accustomed, it can happen that I have not said it 
here, not thus sitting, not these hearing: but that 
this is false, cannot happen. Nor do I say that I 
have perceived that I wake. For you can say, that 
this could have seemed to me even sleeping; and 
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therefore this can be most similar to the false. 
But if there are one and six worlds; that there are 
seven worlds, in whatever way I may be affected, 
is manifest, and that I know that I affirm not 
impudently. Wherefore either this connection, or 
those disjunctions above, teach that they can be 
false by sleep or fury or the vanity of the senses; 
and I, if having been awakened I shall remember 
those things, will concede that I have been con
quered. For I believe that it is already sufficiently 
clear what things seen through dream and de
mentia are false, namely those which pertain to 
the senses of the body: for that three times three 
are nine, and the square of intelligible numbers, 
is necessary that it be true even with the human 
race snoring. Although even for the senses them
selves I see that many things can be said, which 
we have not found reprehended by the Acade
mics. For I believe that the senses are not accused, 
either because those raging suffer false imagina
tions, or because we see false things in dreams. 
For if they reported true things to those waking 
and sane; it is nothing to them, what the mind of 
one sleeping and raging may feign for itself."

26. "It remains that it be sought, whether 
when they themselves report, they report the 
true. Come, if some Epicurean should say: 'I 
have nothing of which to complain concerning 
the senses: for it is unjust to exact from them 
more than they can; whatever however the eyes 
can see, they see the true.' Is it therefore true 
what they see concerning the oar in the water? 
'Altogether true. For the cause being added why 
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it should so seem, if the oar submerged in the 
wave appeared straight, I would rather accuse 
my eyes of a false report. For they would not see 
what was to be seen with such causes existing.' 
What is the need of many things? This can be said 
concerning the motion of towers, this concerning 
the feathers of birds, this concerning the other 
innumerable things. 'I however am deceived, if I 
assent,' someone says. Do not assent more, than 
so as to persuade yourself that it so appears to 
you; and there is no deception. For I do not see 
how the Academic refells him who says: 'I know 
that this seems white to me; I know that my 
hearing is delighted by this; I know that this 
smells pleasantly to me; I know that this tastes 
sweetly to me; I know that this is cold to me.' 
Say rather, whether the leaves of the wild olive 
are bitter through themselves, which the goat so 
pertinaciously seeks. O wicked man! is not the 
goat himself more modest? I know not of what 
sort they are to the beast, yet to me they are bitter: 
what do you seek more? But there is perhaps 
someone even of men, to whom they are not bit
ter. Do you tend toward being troublesome? Did I 
say that they were bitter to all? I said it to myself, 
and I do not always affirm even this. For what if 
at another time another cause, now something 
sweet, now something bitter be felt in the mouth? 
I say that, that a man can when he tastes some
thing, swear in good faith, that he knows to his 
palate that that is sweet, or on the contrary, nor 
can any Greek calumny be deduced from that 
science. For who would be so impudent, who 
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would say to me when I am licking something 
with delectation: 'Perhaps you do not taste, but 
this is a dream'? Do I at all resist? But that would 
nevertheless delight me even in dreams. Where
fore that which I said that I know, no similitude of 
false things confounds. And the Epicurean, or the 
Cyrenaics and many other things perhaps they 
might say for the senses, against which I have 
received nothing to have been said by the Acade
mics. But what to me? If they wish those things, 
and if they can, let them rescind them even with 
me favoring. For whatever is disputed by them 
against the senses, does not prevail against all 
philosophers. For there are those who confess 
that all those things, which the mind receives by 
the sense of the body, can beget opinion, but they 
deny science. Which however they wish to be 
contained by intelligence, and removed from the 
senses to live in the mind. And perhaps in their 
number is that wise man whom we seek. But 
concerning this elsewhere. Now let us proceed to 
the rest which on account of these things which 
have been already said, we will explain in a few 
words, unless I am deceived."

C H A P T E R  X I I .

It urges that the Academics in vain bring up the deceptions 

of the senses, or of sleep and madness.

27. For what does the sense of the body either 
help or impede one inquiring concerning morals? 
Unless indeed nothing impedes those very ones 
who placed the supreme good of man in pleasure
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—neither the neck of the dove, nor an uncertain 
voice, nor a heavy weight to a man which is light 
to camels, nor six hundred other things—from 
saying that they know that they are delighted 
by that by which they are delighted, or offended 
by that by which they are offended (which I do 
not see can be refelled); they will move him who 
embraces the end of the good with the mind. 
Which of these do you choose? If you ask what 
seems to me; I think the supreme good of man is 
in the mind. But now we are inquiring concerning 
science. Therefore interrogate the wise man, who 
cannot be ignorant of wisdom: yet it is permitted 
to me, that slow and foolish one, to know in the 
meantime, that the end of human good, in which 
the happy life (beata vita) may dwell, is either 
none, or is in the soul, or in the body, or in both. 
Convince me, if you can, that I do not know this; 
which those most known reasons of yours in no 
way do. Because if you cannot, for you will not 
find to what false thing it is similar, will I hesitate 
to conclude, that it rightly seems to me that the 
wise man knows whatever is true in philosophy, 
since I have known so many true things from 
there?

28. But he fears perhaps lest he choose the 
supreme good while sleeping. There is no danger: 
when he has awakened, he will repudiate it if it 
displeases, he will hold it if it pleases. For who 
will rightly vituperate him because he saw a false 
thing in dreams? Or perhaps he will dread that, 
lest while sleeping he lose wisdom, if he has 
approved false things for true? Not even while 
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sleeping does he dare to dream this already, so as 
to call him a wise man when waking, but deny 
it if he sleeps. These things can also be said con
cerning madness: but the speech hastens to other 
things. Yet I do not leave these things without 
a most secure conclusion. For either wisdom is 
lost by madness, and he will no longer be a wise 
man, whom you cry out is ignorant of the true: 
or his science remains in the intellect, even if the 
rest of the part of the soul imagines that which it 
received from the senses as if in dreams.

C H A P T E R  X I I I .

Many things are perceived in dialectics.

29. Dialectics remains, which certainly the 
wise man well knows, nor can anyone know a 
false thing. If however he does not know it, its 
cognition does not pertain to his wisdom, with
out which he could be wise; and superfluously 
we seek whether it be true, or can be perceived. 
Here perhaps someone might say to me: 'You 
are accustomed to betray, o foolish one, what 
you have known: or have you been able to know 
nothing concerning dialectics?' I indeed more 
than concerning any part of philosophy. For first 
it taught me that all those propositions, which 
I used above, are true. Then through it I have 
known many other true things. But how many 
they are, number them, if you can. If there are 
four elements in the world, there are not five. If 
there is one sun, there are not two. One soul 
cannot both die and be immortal. A man cannot 
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at the same time be both happy and miserable. 
It is not both that the sun shines here, and it is 
night. Either we wake now, or we sleep. Either 
it is a body, what I seem to see, or it is not a 
body. These and many other things, which it is 
most long to commemorate, I have learned to be 
true through it, in whatever way our senses have 
themselves, true in themselves. It taught me, if of 
any of those things which I just proposed through 
connection the antecedent part were assumed, 
to draw necessarily that which is annexed. Those 
things however which were enunciated by me 
through repugnance or disjunction, have this na
ture, that when the rest are taken away, whether 
they be one, or more, something remains which 
is confirmed by their ablation. It taught me also, 
when it is clear concerning the thing on account 
of which the words are said, that one ought not 
to contend concerning words: and whoever does 
that, if he does it from unskillfulness, he is to be 
taught; if from malice, to be deserted: if he cannot 
be taught, to be warned that he act in something 
else rather, than consume time and labor in 
superfluous things; if he does not comply, to 
be neglected. Concerning captious however and 
fallacious ratiocinations there is a brief precept: 
if they are inferred by conceding badly, one must 
return to those things which were conceded. If 
the true and the false conflict in one conclusion, 
that is to be accepted from there which is under
stood, that which cannot be explained to be left. 
If however a limit in some things lies hidden 
deeply from man, its science is not to be sought. 
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These things indeed I have from dialectics, and 
many other things which it is not necessary 
to commemorate. Nor indeed ought I to exist un
grateful. But that wise man either neglects these, 
or if indeed dialectics itself is the science of truth, 
he so knows it that, by contemning that most 
lying calumny of theirs: 'If it is true, it is false; if 
it is false, it is true,' he may kill it with hunger by 
not pitying it. These things I think to be enough 
concerning perception on this account, because 
when I begin to speak concerning assenting, the 
whole cause will again be turned there.

C H A P T E R  X I V.

It is necessary that the wise man assent at least to wisdom.

30. Now therefore let us come to that part, in 
which Alypius still seems to doubt. And first let us 
perceive that itself of what sort it is, which moves 
you most acutely and most cautiously. For if the 
opinion of the Academics, strengthened by so 
many and so great reasons (for this you said), by 
which it pleased them that the wise man knows 
nothing, this discovery of yours shakes, by which 
we are compelled to confess it to be much more 
probable, that the wise man knows wisdom; 
more is assent to be withheld. For by this very 
thing it is shown that nothing can be persuaded 
by however most copious and most subtle argu
ments, which is not resisted from the contrary 
part, if genius be present, not less sharply, or per
haps more sharply. By that it happens, that when 
the Academic is conquered, he has conquered. O 
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would that he be conquered! he will never effect 
by any Pelasgian art, that he depart from me 
at the same time conquered and a conqueror. 
Certainly let nothing else be found which can 
be said against those things, and I voluntarily 
profess that I have been conquered. For we do 
not treat concerning glory to be compared, but 
concerning truth to be found. It is enough for me, 
in whatever way to transcend that mass, which 
opposes itself to those entering to philosophy, 
and darkening with I know not what receptacles 
threatens that all philosophy is such, and permits 
one to hope that nothing of light will be found 
in it. What however I should desire more, I have 
nothing, if now it is probable, that the wise man 
knows something. For not by another cause did it 
seem likely (veri simile) that he ought to sustain 
assent, unless because it was likely that nothing 
can be comprehended. Which being taken away, 
for the wise man perceives even wisdom itself, as 
is now conceded, no cause will now remain why 
the wise man should not assent even to wisdom 
itself. For it is without doubt more monstrous 
that the wise man not approve wisdom, than that 
the wise man not know wisdom.

31. For I ask, let us constitute a little as if before 
the eyes such a spectacle, if we can, a certain 
quarrel of the wise man and of wisdom. What 
else does wisdom say, than that she is wisdom? 
But on the contrary he says, 'I do not believe.' 
Who says to wisdom: 'I do not believe that it is 
wisdom'? who, unless he with whom she could 
speak, and in whom she deigned to dwell, namely 
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the wise man? Go now, and seek me, who may 
fight with the Academics: you have now a new 
contest, the wise man and wisdom fight with 
themselves. The wise man does not wish to con
sent to wisdom, I secure expect with you. For who 
would not believe that wisdom is unconquered? 
Yet let us fortify ourselves with some complexion. 
For either in this contest the Academic will con
quer wisdom: and he will be conquered by me, 
because he will not be a wise man: or he will be 
overcome by her; and we will teach that the wise 
man consents to wisdom. Either therefore the 
wise man is not an Academic, or the wise man 
will assent to some thing: unless perhaps it will 
not shame him to say that the wise man does not 
consent to wisdom, whom it shamed to say that 
the wise man does not know wisdom. But if now 
it is likely that even the perception of wisdom 
itself falls to the wise man, and there is no cause 
why he should not assent to that which can be 
perceived; I see what I wished to be likely, namely 
that the wise man will assent to wisdom. If you 
ask where he finds wisdom itself; I will respond, 
In himself. If you say that he does not know what 
he has, you return to that absurdity, that the wise 
man does not know wisdom. If you deny that 
the wise man himself can be found; we will no 
longer with the Academics, but with you, who
ever feels this, discuss in another speech. For they 
when they dispute these things, certainly dispute 
concerning the wise man. Cicero cries out, that 
he himself is a great former of opinions (opina
torem), but that he seeks concerning the wise 
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man. Which if yet you, youths, have unknown, 
certainly you have read in the Hortensius: 'If 
therefore neither is there anything of certain, nor 
is it of the wise man to form opinions; the wise 
man will never approve anything.' Whence it is 
manifest that they seek concerning the wise man 
in those disputations of theirs, against which we 
strive.

32. Therefore I think that wisdom is certain 
to the wise man, that is that the wise man 
has perceived wisdom; and on this account that 
he does not form opinions, when he assents to 
wisdom: for he assents to that thing, which if 
he had not perceived, he would not be a wise 
man. Nor do those ones affirm that anyone ought 
not to assent, except to things which cannot be 
perceived. Wisdom however is not nothing. Since 
therefore he both knows wisdom, and assents to 
wisdom; neither does he know nothing, nor does 
the wise man assent to no thing. What more do 
you wish? Or do we seek anything concerning 
that error, which they say is deeply avoided, if the 
assent does not decline the mind into any thing? 
For he errs, they say, whoever approves not only 
a false thing, but even a doubtful one, although 
it be true: I however find nothing which is not 
doubtful. But the wise man finds wisdom itself, 
as we were saying.

C H A P T E R  X V.

Whether he who follows the probable in acting without 

assent, avoids error.
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33. But from here now you wish perhaps that 
I depart. Things most secure are not easily to be 
left; when we deal with most crafty men: yet I will 
humor you. But what shall I say here? what? what 
indeed? that old thing surely is to be said, where 
even they themselves have what they may say. 
For what shall I do, whom you thrust out from 
my camp? shall I implore the aids of the more 
learned, with whom if I cannot overcome, it will 
perhaps less shame me to be overcome? I will hurl 
therefore with what strengths I can a weapon 
indeed already smoky and rough, but unless I am 
deceived, most valid. He who approves nothing, 
acts nothing. O rustic man! And where is the 
probable? where is the likely? This you wished. 
Do you hear how the Grecian shields sound? That 
has been received which is indeed most robust: 
but by what hand have we hurled? And these 
ones of mine suggest nothing more powerful to 
me; nor have we made anything, as I see, of a 
wound. I will turn myself to those things which 
the villa and the field minister: greater things 
rather burden me than prepare me.

34. For when being at leisure I had thought for 
a long time in that countryside, in what way that 
probable and likely could defend our acts from 
error; first it seemed to me, as it is accustomed to 
seem when I was selling those things, beautifully 
covered and fortified. Then when I circumspectly 
looked around the whole more cautiously, I 
seemed to me to have seen one entrance, where 
error might rush in upon the secure. For I think 
not only him to err, who follows a false way; 
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but even him who does not follow the true. For 
let us make two travelers tending to one place, 
of whom the one has instituted to believe no 
one, the other be too credulous. It is come to 
some crossway: here that credulous one [asks] of 
a shepherd who was present, or of some rustic: 
'Hail, honest man; tell me I pray, by where one 
may well proceed to that place.' It is responded: 
'If you will go by here, you will err in nothing.' 
And he to his companion: 'He speaks the truth, let 
us go by here.' That most cautious man laughs, 
and most facetiously mocks such a quick assent, 
and meanwhile that one departing he is fixed in 
the crossway: and now it begins to seem base 
to cease, when behold from another horn of the 
way some refined and urban man sitting on a 
horse appears, and begins to approach: that one 
congratulates himself. Then to the one arriving, 
and being saluted, he indicates his purpose, seeks 
the way; he tells also the cause of his remaining, 
that he may render him more benevolent, prefer
ring him to the shepherd. He however by chance 
was a cheat (planus) of those whom the common 
people already call Samardaci. The most wicked 
man held his custom even for nothing. 'Proceed 
by here,' he says: 'for I come from there.' He de
ceived, and went away. But when would that one 
be deceived? 'For I do not approve this showing 
as true,' he says, 'but because it is likely. And here 
to be at leisure is neither honest, nor useful; I 
will go by here.' Meanwhile he who by assenting 
erred, thinking so quickly the words of the shep
herd to be true, in that place to which they were 
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tending, was now refreshing himself: that one 
however not erring, since indeed he follows the 
probable, goes around I know not what forests, 
nor now does he find anyone to whom that place 
be known, to which he had proposed to come. 
Truly I will say to you, when I was thinking those 
things, I could not hold back laughter, it being 
made through the words of the Academics I know 
not in what way, that he errs who holds the true 
way even by chance; he however who through 
pathless mountains has been lead probably, nor 
found the region sought, should not seem to err. 
For so as to condemn justly a rash consent, both 
err more easily, than that one does not err. From 
here now more vigilant against those words, I 
began to consider the very deeds and morals of 
men. Then indeed so many and so capital things 
came into my mind against those ones, that I 
no longer laughed, but was partly stomachful, 
partly grieved that most learned and most acute 
men had fallen into such crimes of opinions and 
disgraces.

C H A P T E R  X V I .

To do what seems probable even without assent, is wicked.

35. For certainly, not perhaps everyone who 
errs, sins; yet everyone who sins, is either con
ceded to err, or something worse. What if there
fore some of the youths when they have heard 
these ones saying: 'It is base to err, and therefore 
we ought to assent to no thing; but yet when each 
one acts what seems probable to him, he neither 
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sins, nor errs': let him only remember, whatever 
occurs either to the mind or to the senses, is 
not to be approved for true. That therefore the 
youth hearing, will lie in wait for the chastity 
of the wife of another. You, you I consult, M. 
Tullius; we treat concerning the morals and life 
of youths, to the educating and instituting of 
which all those letters of yours have watched. 
What else are you about to say, than that it is 
not probable to you that the youth do that? But 
to him it is probable. For if we live from the 
probable of another, neither ought you to have 
administered the republic; because it seemed to 
Epicurus that it was not to be done. Therefore 
that young man will commit adultery with the 
spouse of another: who if he shall have been 
caught, where will he find you by whom he may 
be defended? Although even if he find, what are 
you about to say? You will surely deny. What if it 
is so clear, that you are in vain stained? You will 
surely persuade, as if in the Cuman gymnasium 
and even the Neapolitan, that he has sinned in 
nothing, nay even nor indeed has he erred. For 
that adultery was to be done he did not persuade 
himself for true; it occurred as probable, he fol
lowed, he did: or perhaps he did not do it, but he 
seemed to himself to have done it. That husband 
however, a fatuous man, perturbs all things by 
litigating, proclaiming for the chastity of his wife, 
with whom perhaps he now sleeps, and knows 
not. This those judges if they shall have under
stood, either they will neglect the Academics, and 
punish as a most true crime; or complying with 
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the same ones, they will likely (verisimiliter) and 
probably damn the man, so as now that patron 
entirely ignores what he may act. For he will not 
have against whom he may be angry, when all say 
that they have erred in nothing; when not assent
ing, they have done that which seemed probable. 
Therefore he will lay aside the person of the 
patron, and will take up that of the philosopher 
consoler: so easily he will persuade the youth, 
who now in the Academy has profited so much, 
that he think himself to have been damned as if 
in dreams. But you think me to jest: it is clear 
to swear by all divine, that I entirely know not 
how that one has sinned; if, whoever has done 
that which seems probable, does not sin. Unless 
perhaps they say that to err is entirely one thing, 
to sin another; and that they have acted by those 
precepts lest we err, but to sin they have led to be 
nothing great.

36. I am silent concerning homicides, parri
cides, sacrileges, and entirely all things, which 
can be done or thought, disgraces or crimes, 
which in a few words, and what is more grave, be
fore most wise judges are defended: 'I assented to 
nothing, and therefore I did not err. How however 
should I not do what seemed probable?' Those 
however who do not think those things can be 
probably persuaded, let them read the oration 
of Catiline, by which he persuaded the parricide 
of the fatherland, by which one all crimes are 
contained. Now who does not laugh at that? They 
themselves say, that they follow nothing in act
ing except the probable, and they seek greatly the 

101



A G A I N S T  T H E  A CA D E M I C S

truth, when it is probable to them that it cannot 
be found. O miraculous monster! But this let us 
omit, it pertains less to us, less to the discrimina
tion of our life, less to the danger of our fortunes. 
That is capital, that is formidablosus, that is to be 
feared by every best one, that every wickedness, 
if this reason shall be probable, when it shall have 
seemed probable to anyone to be done, only as if 
he assents to no thing for true, he may commit 
not only without the vituperation of crime, but 
even without that of error. What therefore? Did 
they not see these things? Nay most skillfully and 
most prudently they saw, nor by any pact would 
I arrogate so much to myself, so as to follow 
M. Tullius in some part by industry, vigilance, ge
nius, doctrine: to whom yet asserting, that man 
can know nothing, if this only were said, 'I know 
that it so seems to me'; whence he should refell it 
he would not have.

C H A P T E R  X V I I .

Why the Academics concealed their opinion.

37. What therefore did it please such great 
men to act with perpetual and pertinacious con
tentions, lest the science of the true seem to fall 
to anyone? Hear now a little more attentively, 
not what I know, but what I think: for this I was 
reserving to the last, so as to explain, if I could, 
of what sort the whole counsel of the Academics 
seems to me to be. Plato, a man most wise and 
most erudite of his times, who both so spoke, 
that whatever he might say, they became great, 
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and spoke those things, that in whatever way he 
might say them, they did not become small; is 
said after the death of Socrates his master, whom 
he had singularly loved, to have learned many 
things even from the Pythagoreans. Pythagoras 
however not content with Grecian philosophy, 
which then either was almost none, or certainly 
most hidden, after he was moved by the disputa
tions of a certain Pherecydes a Syrian, believed 
that the mind is immortal, had heard many wise 
men even having peregrinated far and wide. 
Therefore Plato adding to the Socratic grace and 
subtlety which he had in morals, the skill of nat
ural and divine things, which he had diligently 
received from those whom I commemorated; and 
subjoining as if the formatrix of those parts, and 
the judge dialectics, which either itself were, or 
without which wisdom entirely could not be; is 
said to have composed a perfect discipline of 
philosophy, concerning which now there is no 
time to discuss. For it is enough for that which 
I wish, that Plato felt that there are two worlds: 
one intelligible, in which truth itself might dwell; 
this sensible one however, which it is manifest 
that we feel by sight and touch. And therefore 
that one true, this one likely (veri simile) and 
made to the image of that one. And therefore 
concerning that one in that soul, which might 
know itself, the truth to be as if polished and 
as if cleared; concerning this one however in the 
minds of the foolish not science, but opinion can 
be generated. Whatever however were acted in 
this world through those virtues, which he called 
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civil, similar to other true virtues, which, except 
to a few wise men, were unknown, could not be 
named except likely (veri simile).

38. These and other things of this sort seem to 
me to have been served among his successors, as 
much as they could, and guarded for mysteries. 
For either those things are not easily perceived, 
except by those who cleansing themselves from 
all vices, have vindicated themselves into a cer
tain more than human custom; or he does not 
gravely sin whoever knowing them shall have 
wished to teach any men. Therefore Zeno the 
prince of the Stoics, when already certain things 
being heard and believed, he had come into the 
school left by Plato, which then Polemo retained, 
I suspect was held suspected, nor seemed such 
to whom those Platonic as if sacrosanct decrees 
ought easily to be betrayed and committed, be
fore he had unlearned those things, which he had 
brought received from others into that school. 
Polemo dies, Archesilas succeeds him, indeed a 
fellow pupil of Zeno, but under the mastership 
of Polemo. For which cause since Zeno was de
lighted by a certain opinion of his concerning the 
world, and most concerning the soul, on account 
of which true philosophy watches, saying it to 
be mortal, nor that there is anything besides this 
sensible world, and nothing is acted in it, except 
by body; for he thought even God himself to be 
fire: Archesilas seems to me most prudently and 
most usefully, when that evil crept far, to have 
hidden deeply the opinion of the Academy, and 
to have buried it as if gold to be found sometime 
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by posterity. Wherefore since the crowd is more 
prone to rush into false opinions, and by the cus
tom of bodies all things are most easily, but nox
iously believed to be corporeal; that most acute 
and most human man instituted, to un-teach 
rather those whom he suffered badly taught, 
than to teach those whom he did not think 
docile. Thence all those things were born which 
are attributed to the New Academy, because the 
ancients did not have the necessity of them.

39. Because if Zeno had awakened sometime, 
and seen that neither can anything be compre
hended, except of such a sort as he himself 
defined, nor can any such thing be found in 
bodies, to which he attributed all things; long ago 
entirely this genus of disputations, which had 
burned with great necessity, would have been 
extinguished. But Zeno deceived by the image of 
constancy, as it seemed to the Academics them
selves, nor does it not also seem to me, was 
pertinacious: and that pernicious faith in bodies 
in whatever way it could lived through into 
Chrysippus, who gave to it (for he was most able) 
great strengths of diffusing itself more widely; 
unless from that part Carneades more sharp and 
more vigilant than all the rest had so resisted, 
that I wonder that that opinion had any value 
even afterwards. For Carneades first laid aside 
that as if impudence of calumniating, by which 
he saw Archesilas not moderately infamed; lest 
he seem to wish to speak against all things as 
if for the sake of ostentation: but he proposed 
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specifically the Stoics themselves, and Chrysip
pus, to be plucked up and overturned.

C H A P T E R  X V I I I .

How the probable was introduced by the Academics.

Then when he was pressed from every side, 
that if there were assent to no thing, the wise 
man would act nothing (o miraculous man and 
even not miraculous! for it flowed from the 
very fountains of Plato); he wisely attended of 
what sort those actions they might approve, and 
seeing those things similar to I know not what 
true things, that which followed for acting in 
this world, he named likely (veri simile). For to 
what it was similar he both skillfully knew, and 
prudently covered, and that he also called prob
able. For he who gazes upon its exemplar well 
approves the image. For how does the wise man 
approve, or how does he follow the likely, when 
he ignores what the true itself is? Therefore they 
knew, and approved false things in which they 
noticed a laudable imitation of true things. But 
because this to the profane was as if neither 
right nor easy to show; they left to posterity, 
and to those to whom at that time they could, 
a certain sign of their opinion. Those however 
who were well dialectical they prohibited from 
moving a question concerning words by insulting 
and mocking. On account of this Carneades is 
said even to have been the prince and author of 
the Third Academy.
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Then unto our Tullius that conflict endured, 
now plainly wounded and about to breathe the 
last breath into Latin letters. For nothing seems 
to me more inflated, than to say so many things 
most copiously and most ornately, not so feeling. 
By which winds however that straw Platonic 
Antiochus was sufficiently, as it seems to me, 
dissipated and dispersed. For the flocks of the 
Epicureans placed sunny stables in the minds 
of delicious peoples. Since indeed Antiochus a 
hearer of Philo, a man as much as I think most 
circumspect, who now had begun as if to open 
the gates to yielding enemies, and to revoke the 
Academy and the laws to the authority of Plato; 
although even Metrodorus had before attempted 
to do that, who is said to be the first to have 
confessed, that it had not pleased the Academics 
by decree that nothing can be comprehended, but 
that they had taken up arms of this sort against 
the Stoics by necessity: therefore Antiochus, as 
I had instituted to say, Philo the Academic and 
Mnesarchus the Stoic being heard, had crept as 
if a helper and a citizen into the Old Academy, 
as if empty of defenders, and as if secure with 
no enemy, bringing in I know not what of evil 
from the ashes of the Stoics, which might violate 
the shrines of Plato. But Philo also resisted this, 
those arms being again seized, until he died, and 
our Tullius oppressed all his remains, impatient 
while he lived that whatever he had loved should 
be shaken or contaminated: so after those times 
not by a long interval all pertinacity and obstacy 
having died out, that mouth of Plato which is 
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most pure and most lucid in philosophy, the 
clouds of error being moved away, shone forth, 
especially in Plotinus, who as a Platonic philoso
pher was judged so similar to him, that they 
should be thought to have lived together, but 
there is so much of time that he is to be thought 
to have lived again in this one.

C H A P T E R  X I X .

Multiple genus of philosophy.

42. Therefore now we do not commonly see 
philosophers, except either Cynics or Peripatet
ics or Platonists: and Cynics indeed, because a 
certain liberty and license of life delights them. 
As for what however pertains to erudition and 
doctrine, and the morals by which the soul is 
consulted, because there were not wanting most 
acute and most skillful men, who might teach 
by their disputations that Aristotle and Plato so 
harmonize with themselves, that to the unskillful 
and less attentive they seem to dissent; by many 
centuries indeed and many contentions, but yet 
there has been strained out, as I think, one disci
pline of the most true philosophy. For that is not 
the philosophy of this world, which our sacred 
things most deservedly detest, but of the other 
intelligible world; to which this most subtle rea
son would never recall souls blinded by the mul
tiform darkness of error, and smeared by most 
deep filths from the body, unless the supreme 
God by a certain popular clemency should lower 
and submit the authority of the divine intellect 
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even unto the human body itself; by whose not 
only precepts, but also deeds excited souls might 
have been able to return into themselves, and 
to look back at the fatherland, even without the 
contest of disputations.

C A P U T  X X .

Conclusion of the work.

43. This meanwhile I have persuaded myself 
probably about the Academics, as I was able. 
Which if it is false, it is nothing to me, to whom 
it is enough now not to think that truth cannot 
be found by man. Whoever however thinks the 
Academics felt this, let him hear Cicero himself. 
For he says that it was their custom to hide their 
opinion, nor were they accustomed to open it to 
anyone except him who had lived with them even 
until old age. What that however might be, God 
will see; I think it however to have been Plato's. 
But that you may briefly receive all my purpose; 
in whatever way human wisdom holds itself, I 
see that I have not yet perceived it. But since I 
am in my thirty-third year of age, I do not think 
I ought to despair that I shall sometime attain 
it. Contemning however all other things which 
mortals think good, I have proposed to serve in 
investigating this. From which business since the 
reasons of the Academics were not lightly deter
ring me, I am sufficiently, as I think, fortified 
against them by this disputation. No one how
ever doubts that we are impelled to learning by 
a twin weight, of authority and of reason. To me 
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however it is certain never at all to depart from 
the authority of Christ: for I do not find a stronger 
one. As for what however is to be pursued by most 
subtle reason; for I am now so affected, that what 
is true, I impatiently desire to apprehend not by 
believing only, but also by understanding; I trust 
that meanwhile I shall find among the Platonists 
what is not repugnant to our sacred things.

44. Here after they saw that I had made an 
end of my speech, although it was already night, 
and something also had been written with a 
lamp brought in; yet those youths were most in
tently expecting whether Alypius would promise 
that he would respond on another day. Then he: 
I am prepared to affirm, he said, that nothing 
ever happened to me so much according to my 
wish, as that I depart from today's disputation 
overcome. Nor do I think this ought to be my joy 
only. I will communicate it therefore with you, 
my fellow-contestants, or our judges. Since the 
Academics themselves perhaps also wished to be 
overcome in this way by their posterity. For what 
could seem or be exhibited more pleasant to us 
than this charm of speech, what more weighed 
by gravity of sentences, what more prompt in 
benevolence, what more skillful in doctrine? I can 
by no means worthily admire that rough things 
were handled so elegantly, desperate things so 
bravely, convicted things so moderately, obscure 
things so clearly. Wherefore now, my compan
ions, turn your expectation, by which you were 
provoking me to respond, with more certain hope 
to learning with me. We have a leader who may 
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lead us into the very secrets of truth, God now 
showing the way.

45. Here I, when they showed themselves by 
their face as if defrauded by a certain boyish zeal, 
because Alypius did not seem about to respond: 
Do you envy, I said smiling, my praises? But since 
now secure about the constancy of Alypius I fear 
nothing from him; that you also may give thanks 
to me, I instruct you against him who offended 
such intention of your expectation. Read the Aca
demics; and when you shall have found there 
Cicero as the victor (for what is easier?) of those 
trifles, let this man be forced by you to defend this 
speech of ours against those invincible things. I 
restore to you, Alypius, this hard reward for my 
false praise. Here when they had smiled, we made 
an end of so great a conflict, whether most firm 
I know not, yet more modestly and more quickly 
than I had hoped.
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