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PLATOS FHEAETETUS RS
DIALECTIC

By Ronald Polansky

Plato’s Theaetetus, having episteme (knowledge or science) as its principal
topic, attracts considerable interest. Two lines of interpretation dominate the
literature. Each provides a way for explaining the two most prominent features
of the dialogue — that it fails to define knowledge and that Socrates refrains
from introducing the forms to help himself out. The majority of commentators,
adhering to the standard view of Plato — that he has a doctrine of forms which
he retains throughout his career, or once discovering never forsakes — think
that the Theaetetus, since it does not appeal to the forms as the necessary ob-
jects of knowledge, shows their very necessity by its consequent failure to de-
fine knowledge. The Theaetetus, for them, offers an indirect proof that without
the forms, Plato cannot give any account of what knowledge is. What this view
sometimes assumes is that in other dialogues into which the forms enter, such
as Republic or Sophist, there is a complete account. The Theaetetus, then, con-
firms the earlier treatments of knowledge, say in the Republic, or prepares for
the answer coming in the Sophist.!

The opponents of this approach think of Plato as mainly a critical philoso-
pher, and even as becoming ever more suspicious of the forms. Hence they attri-
bute to the Theaetetus principally a negative purpose. They argue, contrary to
the common view, that: (a) the aporetic conclusion means Plato does not know
what knowledge is and so he is not holding anything in reserve here or in any
other dialogue that answers the question;2 (b) the avoidance of forms in the
dialogue stems from Plato’s doubt about or rejection of them, rather than his
keeping them in reserve;3 and (c) Plato recognizes that the introduction of the
forms would not help at all with the effort to give an account of knowledge.4
They see Plato’s philosophical honesty as driving him to an ever clearer appre-
ciation of difficulties as regards knowledge. Furthermore, they understand him
to be increasingly concerned to clarify concepts, for example: distinguishing
perception and opinion from knowledge, rejecting the simplicity of the ulti-
mate elements of knowledge, and introducing the notions of qualities and ele-
ments.

Both these general lines of interpretation have much to contribute to our ap-
preciation of the Theaetetus; maybe, rather than embracing either one of these
lines, we might find a way to do justice to both. A new comprehensive under-
standing of the dialogue, which incorporates the insights provided by the pre-
vious interpretations, arises from paying much more attention than usual to
the fact that Socrates’ interlocutors in this dialogue are mathematicians and
from considering a previously unnoticed structural feature of the dialogue.
When both these have received their due, it will become clear that the Theae-
tetus succeeds in presenting what Plato, or Socrates, thinks about knowledge.5
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The dialogue will appear to provide a remarkable depiction of dialectic in a
process of profound reflection on the sciences and on itself. Let us proceed by
exploring each of the four major sections of the dialogue.

I

In the first section of the Theaetetus (up to 151d), Socrates raises the question
about knowledge with the mathematicians, Theodorus and Theaetetus. These
two men are proficient in the kinds of sciences that, along with the productive
arts, always tend to be regarded as key examples of knowledge. It is especially
appropriate, then, to raise the question about knowledge with mathematicians.
When we consider Socrates’ view of the mathematical sciences, we see even
better why mathematicians need to enter such a discussion. From the stand-
point of the philosopher, the mathematical sciences have a serious shortcom-
ing as science. In the Republic, Socrates says (at 533c):

...geometry and the studies that accompany it — are, as we
see, dreaming about being, but the clear waking vision of
itis impossible for them aslong as they leave the assump-
tions which they employ undisturbed and cannot give any
account of them. For where the starting point is some-
thing that the reasoner does not know, and the conclusion
and all that intervenes is a tissue of things not really
known, what possibility is there that assent in such cases
can ever be converted into true knowledge or science?
(trans. Shorey)

The mathematician remains in a “dream” so long as he is unaware that the
hypotheses from which his science begins are obscure; it can be said that the
mathematician lacks complete science. Thus, itis appropriate that mathemati-
cians engage in the inquiry into knowledge, since they need to be awakened by
it from their dreamy condition.t

Surely, the mathematicians in the Theaetetus, need to be awakened. Theae-
tetus’ first answer to the question about knowledge, that it is “the things one
might learn from Theodorus — geometry and such subjects — and also the arts
of the shoemaker and the other craftsmen” (146c-d), displays his confidence
that genuine knowledge lies in the established sciences. Socrates’ teasing com-
plaint, that Theaetetus has merely enumerated the various arts and sciences
rather than stated precisely what knowledge is (146e), relates to the philoso-
pher’s reservation about the mathematician’s typical method of counting up
units of which he is ignorant. Theaetetus apparently thought he could countup
the sciences without giving any consideration to the unitthatis counted, name-
ly, knowledge.”

Theodorus also stands in need of Socrates’ questioning. He seems preoccu-
pied with the mathematician’s dream. He repeatedly declines to enter into the
dialogue and, at one point, even proclaims that he has long ago turned away
from such “bare arguments” (165a). In this light, would it be altogether impos-
sible to see'in Theodorus something of a ““guardian” of Protagoras, who fathers
the conviction in young minds that “Man is the measure of all things?” (see
164e) After all, when Theodorus refuses to enter the conversation to examine
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the grounds of his geometry and calls philosophical argumentation empty, he
as much as states that thereisnothing outside of mathematics but insubstantial
opinion. Ironically, to the extent that the so-called “exact” science of mathe-
matics discourages interest in dialectic, it fosters a relativistic view of every-
thing nonmathematical. We see, then, the motivation for Socrates’ scrutiny of
the mathematicians.

By asking mathematicians “What is knowledge?” Socrates leads them from
their science into more dialectical philosophy. Dialectic proceeds upward to
clarify any hypotheses that have been made. One of Socrates’ primary pur-
poses in the conversation is to get the young Theaetetus, who has been said to
resemble him so much in bodily appearance (143e), to take on a greater resem-
blance in soul by joining in Socrates’ dialectical activity. Socrates forces the
young man, who has heretofore believed mathematics the supreme science, to
ask himself just what goes on in mathematics, in order to answer the question
about knowledge. We find Theaetetus arrives dialectically at three different
accounts of knowledge: perception, true opinion, and true opinion with an ac-
count.

II

Following Socrates’ criticism of his initial assertion that knowledge simply
consists in all the various kinds of knowledge, Theaetetus still retains his con-
viction that mathematics is the exemplary form of knowledge. This is clear
from the discussion of his work with mathematical powers (dunameis) (147c-
148d). Through Socrates’ efforts to encourage him by likening himself to a mid-
wife, Theaetetus is emboldened to reflect upon his mathematical activity to dis-
cover what characterizes it as knowledge. When Theaetetus asserts that knowl-
edge is “perception” (aisthesis) (151a), he most likely does not mean sense-per-
ception, as nearly all commentators have supposed, but rather the kind of intui-
tion or insight at work in his own mathematical activity with the powers.8 Why
should we think that such a promising young mathematician would believe
knowledge to be sense-perception? In the context, “perception” is hardly an
implausible answer for him to give. Being young and inexperienced in philo-
sophy, Theaetetus grasps for some term to describe the sort of immediate in-
sight the mathematician has into the certainty of his fundamental assumptions
and the clear vision he has of the lucidity of his subsequent chains of reasoning.
He hitsupon “perception”. In his inexperience, Theaetetus can think of no other
way to describe how, in his work with powers, he has discerned that the two
kinds of numbers, square and oblong, can be projected into squares respect-
ively having lengths and powers for their sides. Theaetetus does not exclude
sense-perception from his term “perception” since he as yet cannotdistinguish
mathematics from sense-perception — he has never been called upon to make
this explicit — and because he fails to recognize how mathematical objects dif-
fer from changeable objects perceptible to the senses.?

Due to Theaetetus’ obscurity in his understanding of aisthesis, Socrates is
able, through his midwifery, to deliver the conception as a Protagorean and
Heraclitean child. Socrates gets them to treat aisthesis as sense-perception and
to view its objects as constantly in flux and relative to the individual. Three
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reasons emerge for this peculiar handling of Theaetetus’ conception. First,
Theaetetus appears exceptionally promising to Socrates. The youth has al-
ready begun to move in the direction of philosophy by starting to reflect on his
mathematics; Socrates must deepen this self-reflection. He can do this best by
having Theaetetus consider the whole cognitive realm. Hence, Socrates initial-
ly leads them to take up sense-perception and then advance to true opinion and
true opinion with an account. They thereby complete a dialectically sophisti-
cated and comprehensive investigation of all the likely cognitive possibilities
for knowledge. Second, by going through the level of sense-perception and its
objects, Socrates helps Theaetetus to appreciate that the “perception” involved
in mathematics is not sense-perception and that the intelligible objects of ma-
thematics have a different ontological status from the objects of sense. Third, if
the confidence of the hard-headed scientist leads him to be adverse to open-
ended philosophizing, as we have pointed out in the case of Theodorus, then, for
pedagogical purposes, Socrates may well envision a defense of philosophy that
begins by considering a position that is as anti-philosophical as possible. It is
precisely the Protagorean-Heraclitean offspring that constitutes this anti-dia-
lectical position, and which is developed by Socrates in a threatening way that
exaggerates the dangers to which Theodorus exposes Theaetetus. What could
be more opposed to Socrates’ whole enterprise than conceiving every man to be
the measure of his own wisdom, so that philosophical midwifery becomes fool-
ishness (161e); and what could be more antagonistic to philosophy than having
things constantly changing, so that intelligent speech bécomes impossible
(182e-183b)? The critical examination and expose of the various parts of this
offspring turns out to be a defense of philosophy; this becomes most clear in the
so-called “digression,” which is Socrates’ apologia for philosophy (172¢c-177¢)
countering Protagoras’ apologia for sophistry (165e-168c).

These three reasons for diverting the conversation through the Protagorean-
Heraclitean position converge to support the standard view of the dialogue —
that it indirectly upholds the necessity of the forms. Focusing as it does on the
drastic consequences of removing all unity from the world (see 152d), this sec-
tion of the dialogue clearly reaifirms the need for unity at the foundation of
things. The true reason why the topic of forms does not enter more explicitly
into the discussion is simply because the interlocutor is a mathematician; all
that needs to be pointed out to him is that mathematical objects are not shifting
sensible things in order for him to appreciate that they are some sort of un-
changing intelligible things. Mathematicians are eminently prepared to allow
that there are intelligible entities separate from the perceptible things around
us. Of course, they, just like all men, encounter extraordinary difficulty in try-
ing to explain precisely what these entities are. While it is correct, therefore, to
interpret the dialogue as defending the necessity of the forms, we may not sim-
ply leave it at that. There are profound difficulties, after all, in understanding
the forms; and, as the opposing interpretation of the Theaetetus persuasively
argues, the mere supposition of the existence of the forms does little to resolve
the multifarious difficulties involved in providing an account of knowledge.!0

In fact, the remainder of the dialogue (after 186e), especially in its constant
return to the issue of wholes and parts, does much to clarify the nature of the
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forms, rather than simply emphasizing their necessity. Hence, while a large

section of the dialogue does indirectly defend the positing of forms, the entire
dialogue has a broader purpose.

In this connection, it should be noted how all parts of the discussion conform
to the requirements of an investigation into knowledge. For knowledge to be
known, two things must be apprehended: (1) its peculiar kind of object and (2) the
special manner of its relationship to this object. Each art or science has a sub-
ject matter which it relates to in a specific way; to know an art or science, there-
fore, is to gain clarity about these two aspects of it.11 Knowledge of knowledge
could never come merely from fixing attention upon the forms, the proper ob-
jects of science, while ignoring the nature of the cognitive activity that attends
to these forms. The Theaetetus deals with both. The lengthy section on knowl-
edge as perception clearly deals with both the activity of perceiving and the
proper object of perception. Similarly the rest of the dialogue continues this
dual focus.

III

Socrates finishes his demonstration that knowledge cannot be perception by
determining that thought, rather than sense-perception, gets to truth and being
(186d-e). Theaetetus, aided by this and again reflecting on his mathematics,
advances the suggestion that knowledge lies in thought, and is true opinion
(187b). With the shift from perception to thought and opinion, they certainly
approach the domain of the arts and sciences — and dialectic. If Theaetetus’ opi-
nion that knowledge is true opinion were true, he would have conquered the
whole domain, because he would possess true opinion about knowledge and
thus have knowledge of knowledge. Socrates does not directly attack Theae-
tetus’ new suggestion. Rather, he raises the difficulty about explaining how
false opinion can occur.

This turn in the conversation, perhaps surprising, has its justification. First,
with the specifically human dignity of thought comes also the indignity of false-
hood, in which men frequently wallow. False opinion is just that which Socra-
tes aims to eliminate through his maieutic testing of opinion. Perhapsdialectic
must familiarize itself with its enemy and its origin. Second, if Socrates is to
lead Theaetetus progressively and dialectically up through the levels of cogni-
tion, it is appropriate to proceed from perception to false opinion and then to
true opinion. The entire realm of opinion must be explored. Third, investigating
false opinion reinforces and deepens their already attained understanding of
the soul (especially of 184-186) and leads them to reflect on the nature of wholes
and parts. In order to reveal how one might be led to embrace a false opinion and
to believe that things are different than they really are, Socrates sets forth illus-
trations of the soul in the images of a waxen block and aviary, and shows how
the wholes and parts of their contents get misassigned to each other. Ulti-
mately, however, Socrates and Theaetetus end up as incapable of comprehend-
ing how the soul can be deceived about what is in it (ignorance) as they are of
comprehending what knowledge is. Fourth, since they are unable on their cur-
rent understanding of knowledge as true opinion to explain its opposite, false
opinion, discredit is obliquely cast on that conception. We would expect any
knowledge, if genuine, to understand its contrary.
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True opinion, Socrates finally shows (201a-c), falls short of knowledge, since
it may arise solely from rhetorical persuasion, as in court, even where the gen-
uine evidence is lacking to the person with the opinion. What might provide
the evidence is some sort of account.

v

Theaetetus finally achieves a good appreciation of what goes on in his mathe-
matics when herecognizesthat he supplements (or supports) his mathematical
thinking with accounts. Knowledge might well then be true opinion with an
account (logos) (201c-d). But just what might be meant by account, both in ma-
thematics and here in the dialogue? In order to understand how an account
could elevate thought to the level of knowledge, and to conform with their own
hypothesis, they must develop an account of account. If they successfully pro-
duce such an account of account, then they achieve knowledge of mathematical
knowledge and of knowledge itself.

By recalling the previous route of the dialogue, and how Theaetetus has con-
stantly focused his attention on his mathematics, we may best comprehend this
final section of the dialogue. We have seen Theaetetus put forward four answers
to the question about knowledge. Successively, he has said that knowledge is
(1) all the kinds of knowledge Theodorus teaches and the arts, (2) perception, (3)
true opinion, and (4) true opinion with an account. Beginning in a condition of
naive confidence in the scientific character of the established sciences, Theae-
tetus has been provoked by Socrates to reflect on what occurs in mathematics in
an effort to disclose just what knowledge is. Obviously, his most compelling
account of knowledge is his final one, true opinion with an account. Socrates
must at this point elaborate for Theaetetus the various possible accounts of ac-
count. These turn out to be: (1) the “dream,” (2) vocalizing, (3) saying all the
elements, and (4) saying the mark by which something differs from other
things. That there are precisely four of these can be made intelligible. We may
recognize that the four accounts are in a one-to-one correspondence with
Theaetetus’ answers about knowledge. Let us explore this remarkable struc-
tural feature of the dialogue by proceeding through each part of the last section
in turn.

Is the “dream” (201c-206c) not a reflection upon the state of mind of someone
holding that the existing arts and sciences are all there is of knowledge? When
Theaetetus first asserted that knowledge consists in the various kinds of
knowledge taught by Theodorus, as we recall, he expressed his confidence in
mathematical science. The mathematician is content to reason from unexa-
mined assumptions. In subsequently trying to characterize this mode of thought,
Theaetetus called it “‘perception.” When we examine the so-called “dream” that
Socrates presents, we find that it captures the dreamy frame of mind of mathe-
maticians confident that they alone have the proper approach to knowledge.
The dream view is that the elements of which everything is composed are un-
knowable, but only perceptible, while the compounds composed of the elements
are somehow knowable. While this view of knowable compounds constructed of
unknowable, but perceptible, elements certainly applies to more than mathe-
matics — it would seem to apply to any kind of atomism — nevertheless it por-
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trays the thought of the mathematician especially nicely.!2 The mathematician
is satisfied simply to “perceive’ his starting points and from them deduce his
“knowable” results. This may well be called “dreaming,” since it means taking
the assumptions of the science for things known — and what is dreaming except
mistaking resemblances for known realities (see Republic 476c and 533b)?
Thus, we see the connection between the “dream’ and Theaetetus’initial condi-
tion of complete confidence in the mathematics taught by Theodorus.

The account of account as the mere vocalization of the true opinions provides
the most literal sense of logos. Such an account, since it could be delivered
without effort by anyone who can speak, could hardly constitute knowledge
(206d-e). The very ease of such accounting, its immediacy and availability to
everyone, recalls the claim of the Protagorean-Heraclitean offspring that
every man is the measure of his own wisdom. If the account that produced
knowledge were just speaking, then whatever anyone said would be true, and
everyone would be wise. Again, we note a correspondence, this time between
vocalization and the perverted understanding of Theaetetus’ conception of
knowledge as perception as the Protagorean-Heraclitean view.

In response to Theaetetus’ conception of knowledge as true opinion, Socrates
turned, we saw, to explore the nature of false opinion. By doing this, as I have
pointed out, Socrates enabled himself to deepen their understanding of the soul
and of the role of wholes and parts in true and false knowledge. We find that the
account of account that proposes enumerating all the elements (206e-208b)
reviews precisely this terrain. By emphasizing that accounts must give all the
elements, it considers the relation between wholes and parts. By indicating that
true opinion may err, in spite of possessing such an account, for example, as
when we learn to spell a name by rote, this account dwells upon the vulnerabi-
lity of opinion to falsehood. Hence, this account of account also contributes to
and supports our understanding of a particular, parallel account of knowledge
by recalling its central features.

The final account of account prescribes the saying of the mark by which
something differs from other things (208c). This account captures just what
they have been attempting to do in the entire last section of the dialogue. They
have been trying to locate some sense of account to serve as the mark differenti-
ating genuine knowledge from mere opinion that happens to be true. Their fail-
ure to determine precisely how an account differs from a true opinion spells
defeat not only for this final account of account, but in a parallel fashion for the
whole attempt to distinguish true opinion from knowledge by an account.

Is there any reason, at this point, why we should expect, as most commenta-
tor do, Socrates to have available an additional account of knowledge or of ac-
count? Surely not. Early in the dialogue, Socrates provided Theaetetus with a
simple example of what he meant by giving an account. Clay, he said, is “earth
mixed with moisture” (147c). In the final account of knowledge offered in the
dialogue (knowledge as true opinion with an account), I suggest that Socrates
and Theaetetus have finally managed to come up with this kind of account. Thus,
the way in which “true opinion with an account” images “earth mixed with
moisture’” indicates that they have gone as far into the matter as Socrates con-
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ceives possible. Furthermore, if I am correct about the mutual mirroring be-
tween the four major accounts of knowledge and the four accounts of account,
then this manner of finally reappropriating everything that has preceded inti-
mates the completeness and comprehensiveness of the dialogue. They have
exhausted all the possibilities for both accounts of knowledge and accounts of
account. Socrates has nothing left up his sleeve.

Yet, though there is nothing more to be said at the end, we would be remiss if
we failed to appreciate the profound degree to which they have succeeded in
exhibiting knowledge of knowledge. That their accounts of account parallel
their accounts of knowledge makesitevidentthatin giving accounts of account
they circle back to attempt bringing to logos (to word or account) their previous
ergon (deed) of elaborating accounts of knowledge. If they have approached the
giving of accounts of knowledge in a proper way, then no better access to the
understanding of account could be expected than a reflection upon their former
activity. And most certainly their activity was of great value, because Socrates
skillfully directed Theaetetus through a complete and systematic examination
of the candidates for human knowledge. Beginning with Theaetetus’ infatua-
tion with his science, Socrates proceeded through sense-perception, and opi-
nion, to true opinion with an account. What other possibilities for knowledge
could there be besides these? Perhaps we could even call these the “elements” of
human knowledge. If these are genuine elements of knowledge and if they have
been comprehensive in their treatment of accounts of knowledge, then they will
be equally comprehensive in gathering all accounts of account by reviewing
their treatment of knowledge. Moreover, since they work through all the ac-
counts of knowledge without forgetting to return to consider their own activity
of working through them, their activity is differentiated from unknowing enu-
meration of elements by the fact that they have (or at least Socrates has) pro-
ceeded self-consciously. This reflective attitude and procedure marks the dif-
ference between their sort of dialectical inquiry and what occurs in the positive
sciences. We are prepared to answer the final perplexity Socrates raises about
how adding an account which is merely another opinion to the initial true opi-
nion could elevate it to knowledge (209d). When someone has searched out the
grounds or foundations for a true opinion he does not necessarily simply add
another opinion to his previous one. If he achieves clarity in his own hypothe-
ses or starting points, then he obtains complete dialectical knowledge.

Perhaps by again invoking Theaetetus’ mathematics we may appreciate this
possibility. Theaetetus, we recall, worked with magnitudes incommensurable
until squared (147d ff.). Might not true opinion be similarly incommensurable
with knowledge? Only when the possessor of opinion has so reflected upon its
elements that he understands the principles can we say that he raises it to com-
mensurability with knowledge. The mere addition of an opinion does not con-
vert an original opinion into knowledge; but the “squaring” of an opinion
through multiplying it by reflective inquiry into its elements does lead thought
toward dialectical completion and knowledge.

Hence, the whole dialogue displays, in spite of its appearance of failure, just
what knowledge is par excellence: it is dialectic — it is going through all the
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elements in a self-reflexive way, precisely in the manner exemplified in the
Theaetetus. Socrates manages to raise to perfection that sort of self-reflection
which Theaetetus undertook in this dialogue. Theaetetus, in providing his ac-
counts of knowledge, was constantly scrutinizing mathematics, and thus he
was philosophizing; Socrates, in providing accounts of account, was reflecting
on what was involved in that very philosophical activity, and thus achieving
dialectical self-clarity.

However, though Socrates succeeds in displaying in deed (ergon) what dia-
lectic is, it is doubtful whether he could ever put this into a straightforward ac-
count (logos). The negative conclusion to the dialogue is, then, in a sense, per-
fectly appropriate. It shows no change of mind on Plato’s part, but rather the
inescapable recognition that one always falls short of exhaustive knowledge of
what knowledge is. Socrates’ midwifery can only bring about a barrenness in
his interlocutors similar to his own — a philosophical modesty stemming from
the recognition that even proceeding systematically through the real possibili-
ties for human knowing does not finally bestow on us an expertise like that
which we have in the sciences. At the end of the Theaetetus, Theaetetus sees that
he, like everyone else, is ignorant of knowledge. Yet, as he considers what he
has undergone, he well says, “by Zeus, Socrates, with your help I have already
said more than there was in me’’ (210b). Socrates has given him the opportunity
of experiencing the reward of dialectic, the highest science: self-clarification.

I believe that our attention to the fact that Socrates’ interlocutors in the
Theaetetus are mathematicians and to the dialogue’s parallel structure, has al-
lowed us to comprehend just that positivity and negativity characteristic of the
Platonic conception of knowledge.!3

Duquesne University
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Humanities Press, 1965), p. 7; W.D. Ross, Plato’s Theory of Ideas (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1953), pp. 101 and 103; Norman Gulley, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge (London:
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Classica et Mediaevalia, 27 (1966), p. 111; K. von Fritz, “The Philosophical Passage in the
Seventh Letter and the Problem of Plato’s ‘Esoteric’ Philosophy,” Essays in Ancient
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they are not solved in this dialogue, so they are not solved in any other dialogue. The
view taken by Schleiermacher and other critics according to which Plato lays out the dif-
ficulties in one anterior dialogue in order to furnish the solution in another posterior is
not borne out by the facts.” Further, he applauded Bonitz, who “disputes altogether the
assumption of other Platonic critics, that a purely negative result is unworthy of Plato;
and that the negative apparatus is an artifice to recommend, and a veil to conceal, some
great affirmative truth, which accurate expositors can detect and enunciate plainly.” (p.
395 note)

30n this see: G. Ryle, “Plato’s Parmenides,” Mind, 48 (1939), p. 315; R. Robinson, “Forms
and Error in Plato’s Theaetetus,” reprinted in Essays in Greek Philosophy (Oxford: Ox-
ford Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 58-9; and W. Hicken, “Knowledge and Forms in Plato’s Theae-
tetus,” Studies in Plato’s Metaphysics, pp. 187-8 and 198.

4See for this argument: Robinson, pp. 56-7; and John McDowell, Plato Theaetetus (Oxford:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1973), pp. 177 and 257-9.

5Quite recently a few commentators have begun to perceive a third possible interpreta-
tion of the Theaetetus, that it successfully lays out the Platonic position on knowledge.
Others tending toward the direction I am proposing include: Gail Fine, “Knowledge and
Logos in the Theaetetus,” Philosophical Review, 88 (1979), pp. 366-97; Rosemary Desjar-
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Philosophy, 1 (1981), pp. 109-26; E.S. Haring, “The Theaetetus Ends Well,” Review of
Metaphysics, 35 (1982), pp. 509-28.

6Note the comment by A. Koyre, Discovering Plato, trans. L.C. Rosenfield (New York:

Columbia Univ. Press, 1945), p. 35: “the observation still holds today, that science and
philosophy are two separate things; that one may be an excellent scientist without hav-
ing the least idea of what is really doing. It is almost always thus.”

7Perhaps the passage in the Theaetetus most strongly expressing the view of the Repub-
lic, that the ultimate principles must themselves be known for anything to be deduced
from them with complete knowledge, is 206b. That this passage should occur at the end of
the dialogue can be understood in the light of what we reveal in the last section.

8That Theaetetus is especially thinking about his work with the powers is gathered from
the fact that Theaetetus himself believed his answer about the powers to be just the sort
Socrates wanted with regard to knowledge (148b) and that the whole midwife image is
presented in order to encourage him to model an answer upon his mathematics (148d-e).

9The strongest evidence that aisthesis may here be used in regard to mathematics emer-
ges in the “dream” at the end of the Theaetetus. This becomes clear below.

Cf. H.G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. and ed. by G. Barden and J. Cumming (New
York: Seabury Press, 1975), pp. 468-469: “The true Platonic context (of the speaking of
aisthesis) is that of a mathematical theory of evidence that is not yet quite clear about the
intelligible mode of being of mathematics.”

Professor R.S. Brumbaugh has called to my attention Malcolm Brown's article, “‘Plato
Disapproves of the Slave-Boy’'s Answer,” Review of Metaphysics, 21 (1967 -1968), 57-93,
in which there is a discussion of the historical motivation of Plato’s fears about mathe-
maticians confusing their work with sense-perception. Brown refers to Plutarch’s Quaes-
tionum Convivalium VIII, 2, where we find: “...but geometry especially... leads the under-
standing upward and turns it in a new direction, as it undergoes, so to speak, a complete
purification and gradual deliverance from sense-perception. It was for this reason that
Plato himself reproached Eudoxus and Archytus and Menaechmus for setting out to
remove the problem of doubling the cube into the realm of instruments and mechanical
devices, as if they were trying to find two mean proportionals not by the use of reason but
in whatever way would work. In this way, he thought, the advantage of geometry was
dissipated and destroyed, since it slipped back into the realm of sense-perception instead
of soaring upward and laying hold of the eternal and immaterial images in the presence
of which God is always God.” (Loeb translation)

100f course, Robinson, pp. 56-7, makes aridiculous comparison when he claims the object
of knowledge is as unconnected with it as a target is to a gun. Hackforth, p. 58, and W.G.
Runciman, Plato’s Later Epistemology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1962), p. 10, appropriately criticize his comparison. Yet Robinson’s basic argument
against Cornford, that it is not enough simply to shout “forms” to answer all questions
about what knowledge is, is correct. We will not know knowledge until we know what
the forms are and not simply that there are such things.

11That knowing a science demands grasping its subject matter and method seems clearly
displayed in the divisions in the first part of the Sophist. The stranger shifts back and
forth between these in his divisions of the arts. For example, angling has a peculiar
object, fish, as opposed to land animals, and it gets the fish by means of baited hooks
rather than spearing.
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