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of writing a dissertation on the privileged epistemic status of self-knowledge. I’d read

and knew for myself that the concept of consciousness didn’t extend back to Plato

and Aristotle, but I’d stumbled upon a claim that neither Plato nor Aristotle had

a concept like introspection. I was intrigued but incredulous. I recalled a passage

in the Theaetetus which marked a distinction between perception and the soul’s in-

dependent activity; I assumed that I would find, if not precisely the same concept,

an ancient analogue to the concept of introspection. I decided that at some point I

ought to investigate, but put the project aside. A few months later, however, I found

myself once again recalled to the Theaetetus. My goal was to explain what under-

writes the privileged epistemic status of self-knowledge. I was working on building

a model of self-knowledge that mirrored the way in which we use indexicals. In

particular, I thought that the privileged features of self-knowledge might be com-

pared to what has been coined the “immunity to error through misidentification”

which statements made with indexicals have. The idea was quite simple: just as you

could not be wrong in your claim that “I am here”, so too you could not be wrong

about the contents of your own beliefs, for belief states are the mental location from

which self-knowledge claims are made. This mental indexicality was what insured

the privileged epistemic status of self-knowledge. Once again I was reminded of the

Theaetetus. In the Theaetetus, Socrates and Theaetetus consider whether it is in fact
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possible to have false belief. In their investigation they repeatedly come up against

the impossibility of misidentification. I now had at least two reasons to reread the
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rereading Plato’s Theaetetus. When the Fall came, I wasn’t quite ready to give up

my studies of Plato. I spent an additional semester digressing from my work, en-

thralled by the Theaetetus and a handful of the wonderful commentaries that have

continued to guide my study. Around the beginning of the new year, I decided to

change course and write a dissertation on the Theaetetus.

Because of this backwards approach, I would like to thank the members of

both my current and past committees: Michael Tye, Mark Sainsbury, David Sosa,

Joshua Dever, Adam Pautz, Jim Hankinson, Alexander Mourelatos, Robert Koons,

and Steve White. All of them have spent many hours talking with me about philoso-

phy and reading drafts of my work. Michael Tye, the chair of my previous committee,

guided my first four years as a graduate student. He encouraged my interest in phi-

losophy of mind, pointed me in the direction of interesting ideas and philosophers,

and was a beacon of clarity in conversation. I frequently left our conversations feeling

as if the geography of the mind had been made clear. From Mark I was encouraged

to cultivate the invaluable philosophical skill of going slowly and being precise. The

seminars which Michael and Mark co-taught were a model for graduate-seminars:

a mix of their own lectures, discussion of scholarly work in which they and other

faculty members often participated, and graduate student presentations that were

modeled on conference talks. I’d like to thank both of them for what I have learned
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from them and the time they have spent in guiding my studies. When it came time
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special role. Steve White has taken the time to look through many of my translations

and has offered important corrections on some of the most difficult passages. He has

also helped me deepen my understanding of the digression. Alex has been gracious

and generous with his time; more so than I had dared to hope for. He went through

the penultimate draft in detail and has helped me make countless improvements.

This dissertation is more polished thanks to him. I’d like to extend a special thanks

to Jim Hankinson. I felt immediately welcomed into the philosophical community at

Texas thanks to his hospitality. Nearly every Friday my first two years of graduate

school was spent at his house for dinner, wine and conversation. In those conversa-

tions, I came to know him as a classicist, historian, and philosopher. But it seems
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and grateful for his willingness to be the chair of my committee. In the past two

years, Jim has given me great latitude in my study and just enough guidance so that

he has not formed, but helped me form, my professional philosophical voice.

Thank you Julie Hunter, Nicholas Asher, Bryan Pickel, Timothy Pickavance,
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Socrates and Theaetetus consider and reject three different definitions of

knowledge in the Theaetetus. The first of these is the thesis that knowledge is per-

ception. According to the received reading Plato’s consideration of the thesis that

knowledge is perception is limited to the consideration of the naive and implausi-

ble thesis that immediate sense-perception is knowledge and there is no knowledge

apart from immediate sense-perception. This reading, which limits the philosophic

interest of Plato’s consideration of the thesis that knowledge is perception, follows

from a widespread misunderstanding of Socrates’ reasons for introducing Protagoras

and Heraclitus which circumscribes their role in the dialogue to supplying two the-

ses, epistemological relativism and metaphysical flux, which are sufficient or perhaps

necessary conditions for the thesis that knowledge is perception. I will show that

Socrates introduces Protagoras and Heraclitus, not simply because they provide the

epistemological or metaphysical framework within which Theaetetus’ definition holds

good, but because each man is committed to the thesis that knowledge is perception.
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Protagoras’ sophistic expertise will be classed as a kind of empirical knowledge which

bases itself on past and present perceptions and makes educated predictions of future

perceptions. While Heraclitus’ theory of flux will lead to a radical skepticism which

rejects the possibility that there should be any knowledge of the world apart from

perception. Socrates will give arguments against both of these ways of understand-

ing the thesis that knowledge is perception. Plato thus articulates, develops, and

ultimately rejects three different ways of understanding Theaetetus’ initial definition

of knowledge.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In response to Socrates’ question—What is knowledge?—Theaetetus will ven-

ture three different definitions of knowledge: knowledge is perception, knowledge is

true judgement, and knowledge is true judgement together with an account. For

each suggestion, Socrates introduces objections neither he nor Theaetetus can an-

swer. The dialogue ends in aporia concerning the definition of knowledge.

Throughout the dialogue, however, two related theses about the nature of

knowledge are maintained: knowledge is of what is and knowledge is true (152c,

186c). While the dialogue works through three different definitions of knowledge,

there are only two candidates for the way the soul might get at being and truth:

perception and logos. Socrates’ early instructions to Theaetetus, which follow The-

aetetus’ description of how he defined a set of lines that are incommensurable with a

given line by seeing what they had in common (all are sides of squares that are com-

mensurate with the square on the given line), articulates a similar contrast between

perception and logos while exhorting Theaetetus to move from the one to the other:

^Iji d  kalÀc g�r �rti Ífhg sw peirÀ mimoÔmenoc t�n perÈ tÀn dun�mewn

�pìkrisin, ¹sper taÔtac poll�c oÖsac ánÈ eÒdei perièlabec, oÕtw kaÈ t�c

poll�c âpist mac ánÈ lìgúproseipeØn. (148d)
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Go on, for you just led the way beautifully, endeavor to imitate your

answer concerning the powers; just as you encompassed the powers, being

many, into one form, just so address the kinds of knowledge, also being

many, in one account. (148d)

In the first half of the dialogue, Socrates and Theaetetus consider what it

would mean if knowledge is perception. For a young insightful mathematician we

might imagine that the attraction of this definition of knowledge rests on his expe-

rience of learning and knowing mathematical truths. Theaetetus is suggesting that

knowing that the diagonal of the unit square is incommensurable with its side is like

seeing something all at once in a single, clear, unerring vision. In the second half of

the dialogue, Socrates and Theaetetus consider what it would mean if a soul knows

only as a result of a long and arduous development involving a good deal of education

(186c), in which the soul carries on a discussion with itself, asks itself questions, an-

swers them, affirms and denies, until, at the end, it affirms one definition consistently

and without divided counsel (189e-190a). Both halves of the dialogue end in aporia.

Neither Theaetetus’ approach, to consider the soul’s apprehension of what is as a

sort of perceiving, nor the Socratic approach, to consider the soul’s apprehension of

what is as dialectic that results in a definition, succeeds.

While the reader might recognize the motivation for Theaetetus’ definition,

Socrates does not seem to. As Socrates develops Theaetetus’ suggestion, it becomes

clear that he thinks that Theaetetus is making the untenable claim that knowledge

is nothing more and nothing less than sense-perception. Even though the discussion

of Theaetetus’ definition that knowledge is perception has been called, “one of the

2



most elaborately sustained arguments in the whole history of philosophy,” many com-

mentators acknowledge that Socrates’ articulation and development of Theaetetus’

definition is crude.1 If Socrates considers and refutes only a näıve and uninteresting

version of Theaetetus’ definition for which, “there seems...little chance of hitting on

an interpretation that would render it even plausible, let alone acceptable,” then

Plato never seriously considers the thesis that knowledge is perception.2 However,

readers have been reconciled to this fault because, while the dialogue’s considera-

tion of the thesis that knowledge is perception might be limited in its philosophic

interest, the first part of the dialogue still has its riches. Among these are Socrates’

development of a theory of perception, an argument that Protagorean relativism is a

sufficient and perhaps also a necessary condition for Theaetetus’ definition, an argu-

ment that a metaphysics of flux is a sufficient and perhaps also necessary condition

for Protagorean relativism, Socrates’ refutation of Protagorean relativism, Socrates’

refutation of Heraclitean flux, and Socrates’ articulation of the difference between

perception and judgement in the final refutation of Theaetetus’ definition. But it is

agreed, that while there is much to engage the interests of a philosopher in this half

of the Theaetetus, the one thing one will not find is a thoughtful consideration of a

serious interpretation of Theaetetus’ first definition of knowledge.

I will give a new interpretation of the first half of the dialogue that shows read-

ers need not make this concession. Socrates does not simply consider and reject the

näıve thesis that sense-perception is knowledge, but develops and eventually rejects

1Burnyeat (1990), 1.
2Holland (1973), 97.
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two other “not insignificant” (oÎ faÜlon) versions of the thesis. The first is devel-

oped as the way Protagoras might account for his own wisdom and corresponds to

what we today might call “empirical knowledge.” The second is introduced through

Protagoras’ measure doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory of flux, and is a precursor to

skepticism. After Socrates dismisses these sophisticated versions of the thesis, he

considers and rejects the näıve thesis that sense-perception is knowledge. Once these

three interpretations of the theory have been considered and rejected, Theaetetus’

initial insight about the nature of knowledge is cast in relief. Socrates final refutation

of the näıve interpretation of Theaetetus’ definition is more important for what it

develops than what it refutes. For Socrates not only shows that the soul doesn’t

perceive being through its eyes and ears, he argues that the soul has a power inde-

pendent of the senses, a power that grasps being and truth. It is here that Socrates

at last acknowledges what it was that Theaetetus, a young insightful mathematician,

was gesturing at when he first described knowledge as perception: knowledge is the

soul’s independent apprehension of being and truth.

The remainder of this introduction will have three parts. In the first part,

I will give an outline of the argument of the dissertation by way of giving a brief

description of each chapter. In the second part, I will make a few remarks about how

the Theaetetus fits into the broader context of Plato’s work in light of some recent

work on the dating of the dialogue. In the third part, I will briefly summarize the

first ten Stephanus’ pages of the dialogue. The summary will bring us up to the

point at which Theaetetus suggests that knowledge is perception.

4



1.1 Theaetetus’ Definition

My reading of the first part of the dialogue emerged organically. The primary

purpose of each chapter was and is to provide a commentary on a portion of the

dialogue and give a close exegesis of one or two important arguments. The larger

argument of the dissertation emerges from these close readings. Because of this,

every chapter develops at least one argument that is interesting not only for its

contribution to the larger argument of the dissertation, but because of the particular

philosophical problems or puzzles, Socrates, Theodorus, or Theaetetus, jointly or

severally, are discussing in the passage.

1.1.1 Harmony

Let me begin with a brief description of how Chapters Two through Six

contribute to the argument of the whole dissertation.

After Theaetetus suggests that knowledge is perception, Socrates doesn’t hes-

itate to implicate Protagoras; Socrates explains that Theaetetus has proposed no

insignificant account of knowledge (151e), for Protagoras used to maintain the very

same thing, but in a different way (152a). After a short discussion in which So-

crates compares Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge to Protagoras’ homo mensura

doctrine, Socrates once again interjects that the account they are developing is not

insignificant. Socrates now turns to draw out a likeness between Protagoras’ doc-

trine and Heraclitus’ theory that all is flux (152d-e). After this initial introduction of

these men and their theories (151d-153d), Socrates elaborates a theory of perception

that shows that Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory
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“fall in together” (160d). Once the theory has been elaborated, Socrates, Theodorus

and Theaetetus will critically examine the theory as well as Protagoras’ doctrine

and Heraclitus’ theory. Protagoras’ doctrine appears to be rejected at 179c, then

Heraclitus’ at 183c, and finally Theaetetus’ definition at 186e.

One pervasive misconception among modern readers of the Theaetetus is this:

Heraclitus provides a metaphysics of flux that entails (and is possibly entailed by)

Protagoras’ relativist epistemology that in turn entails (and is possibly entailed by)

Theaetetus’ definition, knowledge is perception. This is, admittedly, an enticing line

of thought, one that in many ways seems to fall out of the initial development of

Theaetetus’ definition (151d-160e). Part of the attraction of this reading is its neat

systematicity: through Heraclitus we get a metaphysics, through Protagoras one

gets an epistemology, and through the two together, we end up with a picture of the

world and the mind that makes Theaetetus’ definition true. This neatly packaged pic-

ture allows the philosopher immediately to approach some very interesting questions

about the relation between metaphysics and epistemology, and in particular between

a metaphysics of flux and an epistemological relativism. In fact, some of the most

interesting pages that I have read on the Theaetetus are about this very question:

how and what is the relation Plato envisages between epistemological relativism and

a metaphysics of flux?

In Chapters Two through Six, I will challenge this understanding of the first

half of the dialogue. Although there is some initial plausibility to this reading, and

although the questions this approach has led to are interesting, I don’t believe that

the narrative accurately represents Plato’s dialogue. Although my initial reasons for

6



questioning this narrative derived from a close reading of the text, in retrospect I

believe I should have been suspicious of the anachronistic distinction between meta-

physics and epistemology. This distinction, especially when it is so clearly packaged

and drawn, just is not natural for 4th century B. C. Greek philosophers. Protag-

oras’ Measure Doctrine is, in fact, a perfect example of the unassuming way that a

philosopher would have addressed both metaphysical and epistemological questions

simultaneously.3 Plato does not believe that Protagoras and Heraclitus are talking

about distinct subjects, but about the same subject: the nature of what is. Thus

the relation Socrates suggests obtains between Protagoras’ relativism and Heracli-

tus’ flux isn’t simply that of entailment (as it can only be for theses about different

subject matters), but that of agreement. In Chapters Two through Six, I will show

that a better way of understanding Socrates’ development of Protagoras’ doctrine,

Heraclitus’ theory, and Theaetetus’ definition is by considering what these men agree

upon.

In Chapter Two, I give an analysis of the argument Socrates uses to introduce

Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory from 151d-153d. As I pointed out earlier,

two ways of analyzing Socrates’ argument about the relation between Theaetetus’

definition (T), Protagoras’ doctrine (P), and Heraclitus’ theory (H) have guided

contemporary readers’ understanding of the Theaetetus. According to Reading A,

H is a sufficient condition for P, and P is a sufficient condition for T. According to

Reading B, H is a sufficient condition for P, P a sufficient condition for T, and T is

3What is the measure doctrine? Socrates reports that Protatoras says in his work >Al jeia

(‘Truth’) that, “man is the measure of all things, of the things that are, that they are, and of the
things that aren’t, that they are not” (152a).
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a sufficient condition for H, so that all three theses are equivalent. In Chapter Two,

I argue that neither reading is right: Socrates does not argue that there is a direct

logical relation between these theses. Instead, Socrates argues that there are two

points of agreement: Protagoras and Theaetetus agree that perception is of what is

and unerring, while Protagoras and Heraclitus agree that nothing in itself is one.

In Chapters Three and Four, I turn to the three accounts of perception So-

crates gives from 153d-157c. I argue that Socrates develops the first two accounts as

solutions to two different puzzles of perception: the puzzle of conflicting appearances

(discussed in Chapter Three), and the puzzle of change (discussed in Chapter Four).

The puzzle of conflicting appearances is familiar and frequently discussed in contem-

porary literature: how is it that the very same thing can appear unlike to different

perceivers? The puzzle of change is less familiar. The puzzle is this: how is it that

the very same thing can appear to become different, while remaining the same? In

the third account, Socrates tries to marry the first two accounts of perception, thus

solving both puzzles of perception in a single account.

In Chapters Five and Six, I give a close reading of 157e-160e. In this passage

Socrates considers how the theory of perception will account for false perceptions.

I argue that Socrates’ discussion of misperception has been misunderstood because

readers have invoked a contemporary distinction between illusion and hallucination

rather than using Socrates’ distinction between misperceptions that result from per-

ceiving the same as unlike (wine tastes bitter to a sick man and sweet to a well man),

and the different as like (a dreaming man and an awake man see the different (what

is and what is not) as like).

8



1.1.2 Discord

The critical examination of the theory is usually understood thus: Socra-

tes refutes Protagoras’ doctrine, then refutes Heraclitus’ theory, and then finally

refutes Theaetetus’ definition. It’s certainly true that Socrates criticizes both Pro-

tagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory, but Socrates is much more circumspect in

his conclusions against Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory than is usually

acknowledged. I will argue that Socrates does not simply, if at all, refute Protagoras’

doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory. Instead, Socrates uses the critical examination of

Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory to develop two ways of understanding

Theaetetus’ definition that they must reject before turning to Theaetetus’ way of

understanding the claim that knowledge is perception.

Chapter Six, Seven, and Eight follows one long continuous argument (161b-

184a). Socrates’ argument begins when he sets up Protagoras’ wisdom against Pro-

tagoras’ own doctrine, arguing that Protagoras cannot claim to be a wise man while

also maintaining that each man is the measure of what is. Socrates will then go

on to explain how Protagoras might have defended himself against this charge by

distinguishing between his own wisdom and the true judgements that make every

man a measure of what is. After Socrates suggests this Protagorean defense, Socra-

tes and Theaetetus will follow it up by examining the consequences for the measure

doctrine, on the one hand, and the nature of Protagorean wisdom, on the other hand.

After a long battle, Protagoras’ doctrine ends up being reduced to the claim that

perception is always of what becomes. It is thus associated with an apprehension of

that being that Heraclitus describes as always in flux. The proponent of Protagoras,
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if he pursues this path, is thus left arguing that the soul’s unerring apprehension of

what is, the soul’s knowledge, reduces to the ephemeral perception of what becomes.

Socrates and Theodorus do not refute this proto-skepticism, but they do reject it.

Both men, and Theaetetus too, believe that there is knowledge of what is. The long

contest between Protagoras’ wisdom and Protagoras’ doctrine also results in Socra-

tes’ development and articulation of the nature of Protagoras’ wisdom. Protagoras

is wise because he, more than other men, has the ability to make predictions about

what will seem to men in the future. Protagoras’ wisdom is based on perception and

consists in the prediction of what will be perceived; but it is not simply a matter of

perceiving. Protagoras’ wisdom is a sophisticated empiricism. Socrates does not ar-

gue against this understanding of knowledge—never in fact calling it knowledge—but

he does leave us a reason for rejecting Protagoras’ empirical wisdom as an account of

knowledge: Protagoras’ wisdom is not of what is. Once Socrates and Theodorus have

dismissed these ways of developing the relation between knowledge and perception,

Socrates turns back to his younger interlocutor. This is the overarching argument

of Chapter Six through Eight. Below, I describe in a bit more detail that argument

which I will examine in each of the chapters.

In Chapter Six, I introduce the tension between Protagoras’ wisdom and

Protagoras’ doctrine. I also give a close reading of the passage in which Socrates

appears to come closest to refuting the Protaorean measure doctrine (169e-171d).

I argue that the most exquisite self-refutation argument fails, because Protagoras’

opponent does not have Socratic self-knowledge: the knowledge that he does not

have knowledge.

10



In Chapter Seven, I give a new reading of the famous digression in which

Socrates gives a portrait of a practical man about court and contrasts this life with

that of the man who grew up among philosophers. I argue that the portrait of the

so-called philosopher does not represent Plato’s ideal of a philosopher, but instead

merely an image. In fact, both the man about court and the man who grew up

among philosophers are images: the former is an image of the statesman, the latter

of a philosopher. In being images, they are representative of an unjust life, a life

lived after one’s own likeness. In being images, they are also portraits of Plato’s

understanding of a sophist, our chief example of which is Protagoras himself. From

here I go on to argue that Socrates is describing the way that Protagoras’ wisdom

falls short of knowledge.

In Chapter EIght, I argue that Socrates does not refute Heraclitus, but merely

indicates that to accept his account of being would be to reject the possibility of

knowledge as Socrates, Theodorus and Theaetetus understand it.

1.1.3 The Birth of Insight

In Chapter Nine, I give a close reading of 183e-186e, where Socrates and

Theaetetus finally reject Theaetetus’ first definition of knowledge. The conclusion

of this argument has not been properly understood, because commentators have not

noticed that Socrates and Theaetetus disagree about how it is that the soul gets

at being. In addition, I point out that the rejection of the crude interpretation of

the thesis that knowledge is perception, allows Socrates to finally reveal Theaetetus’

insight: knowledge is like perception, but it is a power that the soul has independently
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of the senses and it apprehends what is, and not simply what becomes.

1.2 A Fixed Star Moves: Dating the Theaetetus

For the last hundred years or so, the Theaetetus has been one of only two

“fixed stars” in chronological studies of the composition of Plato’s dialogues. For

example, in A. E. Taylor’s Plato the Man and His Work, he begins his chapter on

the Theaetetus thus:

It seems possible to date the composition of the Theaetetus more precisely

that that of any other Platonic dialogue.4

In more recent years, John Cooper in the introduction to his canonical edition of the

collected works of Plato says the following:

...we have really only two bits of reliable, hard information about the

chronology of Plato’s writings. One of these I have already mentioned.

Laws was left unpublished at Plato’s death. The other derives from the

fact that Theaetetus seems to present itself as a memorial honoring its

namesake, a famous mathematician and longtime associate of Plato’s in

his Academy, who died an untimely death in 369 B.C.: that seems to

date the dialogue to about 369-365 or so.5

One will find statements to this effect throughout the literature in the years since

1914, the year that Eva Sachs established 369 as the date of composition of the

4Taylor (1926), 320.
5Cooper 1997, xiii.
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Theaetetus in her dissertation.6 She argues that, as is universally acknowledged,

the dialogue is dedicated to the memory of Theaetetus, and that the circumstances

described in the opening pages of the dialogue indicate that Theaetetus was injured

and contracted dysentary at the Athenian camp in Corinth. The only battle that

fits this description, she argues, was in 369.

Over the last hundred years, the dating of the composition of the Theaete-

tus at 369, and also the dating of the dramatic frame of Eucleides’ and Terpsion’s

conversation to 369, has been one of only two fixed stars in chronological studies of

the composition of Plato’s dialogues.7 The other fixed star is the Laws, which was

written at the end of Plato’s life, and most believe was left unfinished. The Theae-

tetus has thus been the only mid-career benchmark to measure the other dialogues

against.8 Philosophers and Classicists have carefully combed through the Theaetetus

examining both its content and style, and have constructed theories about the arc

of Plato’s work based upon this fixed star.

6I have not obtained a copy of her dissertation; my understanding of her dissertation is based
on both Debra Nails’s and A.E. Taylor’s accounts.

7Dr. Eva Sachs’s dissertation, de Theaeteto Atheniensi (Berlin, 1914), is the locus classicus for
dating the composition and dramatic frame of the Theaetetus to 369. According to A.E. Taylor
(Taylor (1926), 320), she argues that Theaetetus was most probably injured in the battle in which
Epaminondas broke through the Athenian and Spartan lines on Mt. Oneion. For details of this
battle see Xenophon’s Hellenica (Xenophon dates this battle at 367), vii. I, 41, and for a modern
account, see Bury, History of Greece p. 373. Campbell resisted the arguments against dating the
dialogue to 369 for a while. He maintained that the dramatic date of the dialogue’s frame as well
as its composition was much earlier, in the year 394. In this year, there was also a battle in Corinth
in which Theaetetus might have been wounded (Hellenica iv. II, 16-20, Bury, History of Greece, p.
339). Campbell later changed his mind; he gives his reasons rather briefly in his Plato’s Theaetetus,
lxi-lxii.

8Nails says that Plato lived from 424/423 to 348/347 (Nails 2002, 243.)
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One of the main divisions among Platonic scholars over the last hundred years

is that between revisionists (or developmentalists) and unitarians. The revisionists

believe that Plato did not present a unified theory throughout his dialogues, but his

dialogues fall into a distinct early, middle and late period that can be distinguished

by their style, by the relation between Plato and his chief character and oft times

narrator, Socrates, and finally by the doctrines that Socrates or other characters

propound. The Theaetetus has proved a central to these arguments, for its date

is fixed somewhere in his mid-to-late career and it touches on many topics that are

also discussed in other dialogues—including the Meno, Protagoras, Republic, Phaedo,

Timaeus, Parmenides, and Cratylus. But perhaps the main reason for its continued

interest to those trying to understand Plato’s philosophical career is this: in the

Theaetetus Plato is provocatively silent about the theory of forms. For proponents

of the revisionist thesis, Plato’s dialogues fall into two classes: the dialogues before

the Theaetetus that propound the theory of forms, and those that are after and

are less doctrinaire. Unitarians, on the other hand, have also found their reading

confirmed by the Theaetetus: they argue that the moral of the Theaetetus is to show,

through the aporetic conclusion of the dialogue, that one cannot have knowledge

without forms.9 In either case, however, scholars have believed that Plato penned

the Theaetetus when he was about 55, and had already written many of his dialogues,

including the Republic and Phaedo.

Recently, however, Debra Nails in her prosopography has broken with the

last hundred years of scholarship, arguing that while the Theaetetus was most likely

9Cornford (1935) is the chief proponent of this view.
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written, as hypothesized, as a memorial honoring Theaetetus, Theaetetus died much

earlier than has been conjectured. Theaetetus, she argues, probably died in 391,

and not 369. In 391, the Athenians helped the Corinthians build up their wall, for

fear that a weakened wall around Corinth would make them more vulnerable to the

Lacedaemonians.10 But shortly thereafter the Lacedaemonians captured these same

walls. It seems possible that Theaetetus might have been wounded in a skirmish over

these walls, and then gotten sick in a camp at Corinth. Nails reasons for believing

that Theaetetus was injured in 391 and not much later in 369, are these:

...369 raises two almost insuperable prosopographical problems...Athens

was almost certainly not mustering forty-six-year-old academics for ho-

plite combat by 369; Theaetetus’ skillful soldiering (142b-c) was far more

likely to have been exhibited when he was of military age, twenty-four.

Second, Euclides’ 30-km walk, from which he has just returned as the

dialogue’s frame begins, is more likely for a man of fifty-nine than a man

of eighty-one.11

Nails work gives us many good reasons to believe that the dialogue’s frame is set

in 391. If, as has been the custom, one continues to maintain that Plato penned

the dialogue as a tribute to Theaetetus following his death, then the date of the

composition cannot be nearly as late as 369. Nails dating of Theaetetus’ death is

particularly troubling for proponents of the developmentalist thesis as she implic-

itly acknowledges when she notes that the argument for the 369 date were in the

10Xenophon’s Hellenica, iv. 4, 16-19; Bury (1900), 342.
11Nails, The People of Plato: A Prosopography of Plato and Other Socratics, 276.
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ascendency when the developmentalist thesis was gaining in popularity.12 How her

argument reflects upon and affects the last hundred years of scholarship, much of

which has been spent in arguing for or against the developmentalist thesis and has

for the large part hinged upon the dating of the Theaetetus at 369, I have neither

the space nor the confidence to consider here.

For my own part, I am uncommitted to either the unitarian or developmen-

talist theses. I am content with trying to figure out what Socrates is arguing for

in the first part of the Theaetetus. This is not to say that I haven’t considered the

possible interplay between the Theaetetus and other dialogues. In fact, I assume that

the following five dialogues all contain material relevant to the Theaetetus, and these

dialogues may have been composed before it: Protagoras, Cratylus, Meno, Phaedo,

Republic, and Parmenides. I also assume that the Sophist and the Statesman were

written after the Theaetetus. None of these assumptions, however, plays a large part

in my interpretation of the present dialogue.

Let’s now turn to a closer discussion of the Theaetetus itself.

1.3 Preamble

Plato uses different devices to introduce the philosophical conversations that

form the heart of his dialogues. Among the simplest is for the conversation to be

performed. A paradigmatic example of this style occurs in the Meno. The dialogue

begins when Meno asks: “Can you tell me, Socrates, can virtue be taught?”(70a).

12Ibid., 276.
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Other dialogues with a similar style include the Gorgias and Timaeus (though neither

is as abrupt as the Meno). These dialogues have the stylistic advantage of being

unencumbered by indirect discourse. In yet others, Plato will use a short performance

that frames the narration. Sometimes the narrator is Socrates himself as in the

Republic (327a-328b), Charmides (153a-154a), and Protagoras (309a-310b). Other

times Plato chooses another narrator, as in the Phaedo where the dialogue opens with

a performance between Phaedo and Echecrates, but then Phaedo goes on to narrate

to Echecrates the conversation that took place on the day of Socrates’ execution (57a-

59c). Sometimes these frames are very complex as in the Symposium and Parmenides.

In both of these dialogues the conversation that one of the performers will go on to

narrate will be one that he did not himself hear, but has himself heard only indirectly.

In these dialogues there will be layers of indirect discourse (Symposium (172a-174a),

and Parmenides (126a-127d)), and multiple frames.

The Theaetetus is most similar to this last group. The dialogue begins with a

short performance between Eucleides and Terpsion. The men are Megarians (142c)

who were companions of Socrates and present with Socrates in Athens on the day

of his death (Phaedo 59c). Now, about eight years later, they meet up at the mar-

ketplace in Megara. Here too Eucleides and Terpsion are anticipating a death, for

in their opening lines we hear that the title character, Theaetetus, has been badly

wounded in battle and is suffering from dysentery; Theaetetus’ death is imminent.

After sharing the news about Theaetetus, Eucleides recalls a conversation between

Socrates and Theaetetus that Socrates, in turn, had recalled to him in the weeks

between Socrates’ indictment and execution.
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Unlike the Symposium and the Parmenides, however, Eucleides will not go

on to narrate this conversation for us. Instead a slaveboy will read us Eucleides’

written record of the conversation. As Eucleides explains, he had the opportunity

to make some notes, to write out the conversation, and to ask Socrates whenever he

visited Athens about points he could not remember until he finally had the whole

discussion in writing (143a). Eucleides also tells Terpsion that he wrote down the

conversation as if it were a performance and not as a narrator (so as to avoid the

awkwardness of the indirect style “he said...” or worse “he said that he said that...”).

When Eucleides and Terpsion decide to take a rest and have a slaveboy read them

the record of this conversation, what they will hear is a three part dialogue acted

out by a single slaveboy. Plato’s framing of this dialogue enables the reader to enjoy

the simplicity of an enactment just as Eucleides and Terpsion do, while still inviting

the reader to consider the significance of the indirect manner in which he frames

the dialogue. The dramatic presentation of the Theaetetus is unique, both in that

the dialogue is a reading and also in Plato’s manner of conveying a distant and

indirect relation between the frame and the conversation, without being encumbered

by the awkwardness of layers of indirect speech. The former aspect is philosophically

significant, for through the different modes of the frames, Plato conveys that the same

arguments (lìgoi) can be written and known through the eyes (when one reads a

written record) and can be spoken and known through the ears (when one hears

that same record read), as well as suggesting that there might be, contrary to what

Eucleides and Terpsion seem to think (143b-c), a philosophically significant difference
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between direct and indirect discourse (the truth values, for one, are different).13

The latter aspect provides a seamless transition to the sequels of the Theaetetus,

the Sophist and the Statesman, which are simple performances like the Meno and

Gorgias.

The prologue also serves as an introduction to the interlocutors: Socrates,

Theaetetus, and Theodorus. About the first, we read that he was prophetic (142c).

About Theaetetus, we read that he turned out to be a remarkable man, well known

and praised in Athens (142b, c). About Theodorus, we read nothing more than that

he was a geometer (143b).

The report begins with Socrates and Theodorus at the entrance of a gymna-

sium on what appears to be some unimportant date: a day like any other.14 On any

day in Athens one might find Socrates lurking around the wrestling school ready to

start up a conversation with anyone willing to take a turn with him. On this day,

Socrates comes across Theodorus.

But rather than engaging Theodorus directly, or being engaged by Theo-

dorus with some pressing question, Socrates asks Theodorus about the young men

of Athens. Has Theodorus “happened upon any young man worthy of discussing”

(143e)? Theodorus has indeed met such a young man. From Theodorus we hear

first about the boy’s looks—“he is not beautiful, but appears like you [Socrates],

for he has a snub-nose and prominent eyes” (143e)—later about the boy’s virtues—

13Cf. 163b-c, 184e-185a.
14The ominous ending of the dialogue should catch the first time reader of the dialogue by surprise,

as it might have caught even Eucleides by surprise, for he seems to have only a hazy recollection of
the date, knowing that it was near the end of Socrates’ life, but not how near (142c).
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“quick ,” “gentle,” and “courageous” (144a)—and then finally about the way the boy

learns—“he approaches his studies, smoothly, surely, and successfully, and his search

is with much softness, so that it is as a soundless stream of oil” (144b). Socrates does

not seem overwhelmed by Theodorus’ lavish praise of the boy (perhaps Theodorus

was known for hyperbole), but instead more curious about which young man he is

praising, whether he knows him already and whether he is an Athenian. Theaetetus,

we learn, is not altogether unknown to Socrates. Socrates has known his father and

has known him to be a good man similar to the one that Theodorus has portrayed

in his description of the son.

In the short conversation to follow, before Socrates introduces the question

that will guide the remainder of the dialogue, there are three exchanges. First,

Socrates will lead Theaetetus through a short discussion of similarity, and the sort of

knowledge that makes one qualified to judge of similarity (144d-145a). Next, Socrates

will test Theaetetus’ willingness to lay bare his soul for examination (145b-c). And,

finally, Socrates will introduce his question about knowledge while simultaneously

bringing out some of Theaetetus’ own prior commitments about the nature and

attainability of knowledge—in particular, Theaetetus’ belief in the identity of wisdom

and knowledge (145c-145e). At the close, Socrates says that this is where his difficulty

is: he cannot take hold of what it is that knowledge is (145e-146a).

When Theaetetus is cajoled by Socrates and Theodorus into answering So-

crates’ question, what is knowledge, he first gives a list of examples. Theaetetus says

that he thinks the things Theodorus teaches are knowledge—arithmetic, geometry,

astronomy, and music—as well as crafts like cobbling (146d). As in other dialogues,
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Socrates will explain that he is not searching for a list of many things but a single

definition.15 Socrates goes on to describe more fully what sort of thing he is looking

for concerning knowledge by giving an example of a definition: clay is earth mixed

with liquid (147c).

Theaetetus claims to understand and further that he and his companion were

just considering this “sort of question” a little while ago. On Socrates’ prodding,

Theaetetus will go on to give a definition from geometry: powers are lengths that,

although not commensurate in length with a given line, are commensurate in square

with the square on the given line. Theaetetus’ example of a good definition has

been improved by Socrates’ definition of clay. His example of powers distills what is

common into a single simple statement.

Socrates seems satisfied. In fact, he is more than satisfied. He encourages

Theaetetus to come up with just such a definition of knowledge. But Theaetetus

hesitates, for he is not sure he can give a similar definition of knowledge (148e).

Theaetetus’ hesitation to give a new definition, and his agitation in not yet knowing

how to proceed, leads to a brief conversation in which Socrates describes himself as

a midwife to Theaetetus’ soul (148e-151d). Socrates’ words encourage Theaetetus,

for at the close of Socrates’ self-portrait Theaetetus has the courage to give just the

sort of definition of knowledge Socrates asked of him: he gathers the instances of

15Cf. the definition of virtue in Meno 71e, and that of piety in Euthyphro 5d-6e. In all three of
these cases, Socrates complains that his interlocutor has given him “many” (or in the case of the
Euthyphro was giving him one among many others) and not “one” (Tht. 146d, Meno 72a, Euth.
6d-e). The problem is not that his interlocutor has given him particular instances, rather than a
universal (as Nehamas has pointed out in Nehamas (1975), p. 293), but that the interlocutor has
failed to properly describe the unifying natures which are, respectively, knowledge, virtue or piety.
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knowledge into one sort of power, perception. This is where my reading begins.
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Chapter 2

Rethinking Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ Roles

2.1 The Birth of a Theory

Theaetetus will suggest three different definitions of knowledge to Socrates

in the course of the Theaetetus. The first of these is that knowledge is perception.

After Theaetetus ventures this definition, Socrates eagerly declares that Theaetetus

has proposed no insignificant account of knowledge (151e), for Protagoras used to

maintain the very same thing, but in a different way (152a). After a short discussion,

in which Socrates draws out the likeness of Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge to

Protagoras’ homo mensura doctrine, Socrates again eagerly exclaims that the account

they are developing is not insignificant. Socrates now turns to draw out a likeness

between Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory that all is flux (152d-e). After

this initial introduction of these men and their theories (151d-153d), Socrates elabo-

rates a theory of perception that shows Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine,

and Heraclitus’ theory “fall in together” (160d).

One might reasonably argue that Plato’s purpose in this passage is to develop

some direct logical relation between Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine,

and Heraclitus’ theory. For example, one might argue that Plato is having Socrates

demonstrate that Heraclitus’ theory of flux entails Protagorean relativism, and Pro-
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tagorean relativism, in turn, entails Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge, knowledge

is perception (reading A). Or, perhaps, one might argue that he is doing this as well

as arguing for the converse relations (reading B).1 In either case, it seems reasonable

to argue that Plato is developing his understanding of these men’s theses and the

logical relations between them.

Proponents of both reading A and B work hard to try to draw out Plato’s

understanding of the logical relation between Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’

doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory of flux. Underlying their exegetical efforts is a modern

distinction and a modern question: what is the relation between metaphysics and

epistemology. In interpretations of the Theaetetus this question takes this form: what

is the relation between a metaphysics of flux (Heraclitus’ theory), and a relativist

epistemology (Protagoras’ doctrine)? In other words, proponents of reading A and B

ask the question, what is the relation between Heracliteanism and Protagoreanism,

while presuming that they know a large part of the answer: Heraclitus gives us a

metaphysics while Protagoras gives us an epistemology. I am skeptical that this

was the way Plato thought of Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine, both

individually and in their relation to one another.

In this chapter, I will not attempt to tease out the logical relations between

Protagoras’ epistemology and Heraclitus’ metaphysics of flux because I do not think

that this is what Plato is doing. Instead, I think Plato begins by drawing Theae-

1Myles Burnyeat argues that this question—what is the relation between Theaetetus’ definition,
Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory—is the beginning of any interpretation of this passage
(Burnyeat (1990), pp. 7-65, especially pp. 7-10, and Burnyeat (1982), p. 6 note 2a). Burnyeat is
also responsible for the descriptions and names of reading A and B, above. More on this later.
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tetus’ attention to, first, a point of agreement between Theaetetus’ way of defining

knowledge and Protagoras’ doctrine, and second, a point of agreement between Pro-

tagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory of flux (151e-153d). These two points of

agreement don’t belong to any one man, but stand at the nexus between Theae-

tetus’ and Protagoras’ interests, and between Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ interests,

respectively. These theses are:

PIU: “Perception is always of what is and unerring” (152c5).

NIO: “Nothing in itself is one” (152d2-3).

Neither of these theses should be characterized as simply “epistemological” or “meta-

physical.” PIU, doesn’t merely describe our epistemic status, but, as we will see it

developed, describes how the world is constituted from perceptions. It is simultane-

ously an epistemological and a metaphysical thesis. NIO is a thesis about individu-

ation. More precisely, it is about the role of the mind in the individuation of things.

Once again, this thesis is neither simply epistemological nor simply metaphysical.

In this chapter, I will do three things. First, I will give an outline of 151d-160e.

Second, I will develop and then critique both readings A and B, both of which have

been influential in readings of the Theaetetus. Finally, I will give a close reading of

the first third of our passage, 151d-153a. In this passage Socrates will bring together

Theaetetus and Protagoras behind PIU, and Protagoras and Heraclitus behind NIO.

In chapters three, four, and five, I will give close readings of the remainder of 151d-

160e.

25



2.2 An Overview of 151d-160e

I’ll begin with a brief uncontroversial description of Socrates’ development

of Theaetetus’ first definition of knowledge. The passage is only nine pages long

and divides into three, roughly equal, parts. In the first, Socrates begins with an

introduction to Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory

(151e-153d). In the second part (153d-157c), Socrates’ primary concern seems to be

to develop a theory of perception. Here Socrates will give two accounts of perception,

which are separated by a transition, in which Socrates considers a puzzle about size

and number. In the third part (157c-160d), Socrates’ primary concern seems to

be to explain how perceptions are all true. Here Socrates will discuss two sorts of

misperception, those arising from dreams and those of a sick man, and then conclude

with the third account of perception. The whole of the passage is outlined below.

1. Introduction (151e-153d): The discussion begins with an introduction to

Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory, a brief

explanation of the plausibility of the latter two, and two arguments.

(a) Theaetetus and Protagoras (151e-152c): Socrates draws out a connec-

tion between Theaetetus’ definition and Protagoras’ doctrine.

(b) Protagoras and Heraclitus (152c153d): Socrates draws out a connec-

tion between Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory.

2. Perception (153d-157d):

26



(a) First account of perception (153d-154b): Socrates’ first account of

perception describes the interaction of the perceiver and perceived. The

interaction creates perceptible qualities, first the dark and the light, and

then later size and warmth.

(b) Transitional puzzles about size and number (154c-155d): Socrates

considers a puzzle about size and number. He gives the following as an

example: six dice can become more, when the dice are juxtaposed with

four dice, and can become less, when the dice are juxtaposed with twelve

dice. The puzzle is not simply that six is both more and less, but that six

could become either more or less while it remains equal to itself.

(c) Second account of perception (155d-157c): The second account of

perception is introduced as a way to resolve this puzzle. This account

is given in three stages. In the first stage, we are introduced to two

motions—an active and a passive motion—and the twin births of their

consummation—manners of perceiving (sight, hearing, etc) and the race

of things perceived (all kinds of colors, sounds, etc.). In the second stage,

Socrates describes two motions, a slow and a fast, and again twin births.

Socrates continues that the offspring go back to “fill” the original motions

so that, for example, the eye is filled with seeing, and the object is filled

with whiteness. In the third stage, Socrates moves from a description of

perception to a thesis about how we should use language. In the final

paragraph of the account, Socrates says that the theory requires us to

abolish the verb “to be,” and in addition the words, “something,” “of
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something,” “mine,” “this” and “that”. These words are reborn as “be-

coming,” “being produced,” “passing away,” and “changing,” in order “to

speak according to nature.”

(d) Interlude (157c-157d): Socrates then pauses for a brief interlude to ques-

tion Theaetetus’ commitment to this sort of view. Theaetetus is flustered:

Is Socrates merely putting him on? Does Socrates really think this? In

the end, Theaetetus is seduced by the theory’s extraordinary character.

3. Misperceptions (157e-160d):

(a) Misperceptions and a skeptical scenario (157e-158e): Socrates now

turns to account for the truth conditions of perceptions. The discussion

that follows, however, is not confined to perception strictly speaking, but

also includes the beliefs of a madman and the imagination of a dreamer.

Socrates notes that the skeptic can respond that it seems as if there is no

way to tell the difference between the real and the unreal.

(b) Same and Different, Like and Unlike (158e-159a): Socrates then asks

some obscure questions and gives an even more obscure line of argument

about difference, unlikeness, sameness and similarity. He then turns to

apply this “same statement” to a case of perception.

(c) Third account of perception, the sick man perceiving (159a-160d):

In the final account of perception Socrates considers an example of how

wine tastes to a healthy and a sick Socrates. The account looks like an
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application not only of the obscure line of argument about difference, un-

likeness, sameness and likeness, but an application of the earlier accounts

of perception as well. He concludes not only with an explanation for two

differing perceptions of the wine, but an explanation for two differing true

perceptions of the wine.

This outline is meant to be uncontroversial. So, for example, I have not

labeled the different theories of perception as “Protagorean” or “Heraclitean” as

many commentators do. Nor have I described any of the parts of this passage as,

for example, an “argument that Protagoreanism entails Heracliteanism.” In the next

section we will consider the two most prominent readings of this passage.

2.3 Two Readings: Burnyeat and Cornford

Myles Burnyeat, in his introduction to Levett’s translation of the Theaetetus

and elsewhere, has provided an influential way of framing how this portion of the

dialogue has been and should be read. He describes and names the two readings we

introduced above: readings A and B.2

According to reading A, Plato has Socrates argue that Heraclitean flux and

Protagoras’ doctrine entail Theaetetus’ definition (151d-160e). Socrates will then go

on to show that Heraclitean flux and Protagoras’ doctrine cannot be wholly accepted

but must be restricted to the sensible world (161a-183e). Here proponents of reading

2Burnyeat (1982), pp. 7-65, especially pp. 7-10, and his even more detailed discussion in a
footnote in Burnyeat (1982), p. 6 note 2a.
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A argue that Plato thinks that Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine give a

faithful account of the sensible world, but that their theories must be restricted,

and that when these theories are restricted to the sensible world, they do not entail

Theaetetus’ definition. Socrates then shows that Theaetetus’ definition cannot stand

on its own (184a-186e). Burnyeat attributes reading A to Cornford explicity, but

adds “it would be fair to say that, in one version or another, this is the reading most

commonly found in the scholarly literature on Plato.”3 Most recently it has been

championed by Timothy Chappell.4

According to reading B, the argument from 151d-160e is meant to show that

all three theories stand or fall together, that is, that they are all three equivalent.

Plato does not turn to Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine because they

give an accurate account of perception and the sensible world, but because they are

the only possible support for Theaetetus’ definition. According to reading B, Plato

thinks that Heraclitus’ theory, Protagoras’ doctrines and Theaetetus’ definition of

knowledge are all wrong. In other words, in contrast to reading A, Plato would

no longer even accept Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory in what they say

about the sensible world. Burnyeat attributes reading B to Bernard Williams, citing

his lecture at University College London in 1964. Burnyeat went on to develop and

endorse this reading.5

3Burnyeat (1990), p. 8, note 14. As proponents of reading A, Burnyeat might also have in mind
A. E. Taylor and Sir David Ross who argue for similar readings (Taylor (1926), pp. 330-331; Ross
(1951), pp. 100, 103).

4Chappell (2004), pp. 48-52.
5Burnyeat (1982), Burnyeat (1990). It was anticipated by G. E. L. Owen (Owen (1953)) and

has also been taken up by Fine, among others (cf. Fine (1996a) pp. 105-133).
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The choice between the two readings weighs not only on one’s interpretation

of the Theaetetus, but on the larger question of whether Plato, at the time of writing

the Theaetetus, was critical of his earlier exposition of the forms.6 Cornford, Taylor,

Ross and Chappell reject this possibility. In fact, as proponents of reading A, they

think that this passage of the Theaetetus proves the necessity of the forms: if there

is to be knowledge it is not of the sensible world that Heraclitus and Protagoras

accurately describe. Owen, Williams, Burnyeat, and Fine, on the other hand, think

that the Theaetetus shows that Plato has newly recognized that the Heraclitean and

Protagorean picture of the world leads to absurdities. According to them, in the

course of the Theaetetus, Plato is considering drastically rewriting his metaphysics

and epistemology so that, while knowledge is not perception, we might yet have

knowledge of the perceptible world.

As Burnyeat characterizes the dialectic, one can decide between readings A

and B by deciding for oneself whether the passage from 151d-160e demonstrates that

the three theses (Theaetetus’ definition (T), Protagoras’ doctrine (P), and Heraclitus’

theory (H)) are equivalent or whether Socrates only makes the more limited argument

that H entails P entails T.7 Burnyeat argues that one of the key passages for deciding

between the two readings is Socrates’ concluding words to Theaetetus at the end of

the third account of perception. Here he says:

6Of course, the question of whether or not one thinks the Theaetetus is critical of Plato’s expo-
sition of the forms in other dialogues, is related to the question of whether or not one thinks these
other dialogues were earlier. Thus Owen’s discussion of this passage in the Theaetetus is central to
his argument about the place of the Timaeus in Plato’s dialogues (Owen (1953)).

7Burnyeat (1990), pp. 10, 17.
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Then that was a grand idea of yours when you told us that knowledge

is nothing more or less than perception. So we find the various theories

coincide: that of Homer and Heraclitus and all their tribe, that all things

flow like streams; of Protagoras, wisest of men, that man is the measure

of all things; and of Theaetetus that, these things being so, knowledge

proves to be perception. (160d-e, trans. M. J. Levett)8

Burnyeat, as a proponent of reading B, gives a strong reading of Socrates’ claim that

the three theories “coincide.” Burnyeat argues that the claim here is that Theaete-

tus’ definition, Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine are all equivalent. On

the other side, commentators who argue for reading A could argue that the final

clause is an epexegesis of the “coincide,” so that Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’

doctrine “coincide” with Theaetetus’ definition, but only in the sense that they are

merely sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’ definition, and not conversely. Burnyeat

says that this is a “key passage, on any reading,” because one must decide whether

Socrates is claiming that the three are equivalent or whether Heraclitus’ theory and

Protagoras’ doctrine merely provide sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’ definition.

Burnyeat admonishes the reader to look carefully for the arguments between

Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory:

You, the reader, must now watch for the stage-directions, as it were,

which Plato scatters through the text to indicate how he views the three

8I have used Levett’s translation here because it provides a good case for both reading A (see
her translation of the last clauses: “these things being so, knowledge proves to be perception”) and
reading B (see her translation of the second sentence, “the various theories coincide”).
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theses and their interrelations: e. g. at 151-e-152c, 152e, 155de, 157cd,

158e, 160ce, 163ce, 163a, 164d, 166ab, 168b, 177c, 179cd, 183ac. And you

must consider for yourself which construal makes a better job of threading

one section to the next to shape a philosophically coherent whole.9

Burnyeat thus poses this dilemma to the reader: do you take up reading A, and argue

that, in 151d-160e, Socrates shows that Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine

are merely sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’ definition? Or, do you take up reading

B, and argue that, in 151d-160e, Socrates shows that all three are equivalent?

2.3.1 Does Burnyeat Mislead?

Burnyeat’s stratification of the ways of reading 151d-160e into readings A and

B helps the beginning student approach this difficult passage of the Theaetetus, and

the more advanced student question whether Plato was rejecting an earlier dualism,

by handing both a concrete question: is Socrates only arguing that H entails P, and

P entails T, or is he arguing that T, P, and H are equivalent?

Although Lesley Brown acknowledges that Burnyeat’s simplification of the

ways of reading this passage might be helpful for the beginning student of the The-

aetetus, she rejects the simplification as on the whole misleading in her discussion

of Burnyeat’s introduction of the Theaetetus.10 She argues that his presentation of

readings A and B presents not only a false dilemma but a dilemma with no appeal-

ing options. In particular, she thinks that neither reading leaves the reader with a

9Burnyeat (1990), 9.
10Brown (1993).
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feasible way of understanding Socrates’ discussion and Plato’s views of the flux doc-

trine.11 According to reading A, Plato continues to hold onto the flux doctrine as it

pertains to the sensible world. According to reading B, Plato now throws Heraclitus’

flux doctrine, Protagoras’ measure doctrine, and Theaetetus’ thesis all out together.

Brown calls for some sort of moderation in the reading of the flux doctrine: couldn’t

Plato have been reconsidering his characterization of the sensible world, without

throwing it out all together.

Brown’s criticisms of Burnyeat’s reading A and reading B are persuasive; but

she fails to give a clear and convincing alternative to Burnyeat’s clearly laid out guide

to reading this passage. Admittedly this was not her aim, as her paper is a review of

Burnyeat’s introduction to the Levett translation and Bostock’s commentary.12 We

might be able to do better, however.

While Brown criticizes Burnyeat’s readings because neither reading A nor

reading B lead to a fair or interesting account of Plato’s new thoughts on the flux

doctrine, we might ask what has led to this false dilemma. Burnyeat’s description

of the passage (and his way of characterizing the two readings that one might give

of this passage) requires that the structure of the argument be carved along the

lines of the three personalities: Theaetetus, Protagoras, and Heraclitus. Because,

as Burnyeat implicitly observes, there continues to be much to dispute about what

should be a fairly easy question to answer (Is Socrates arguing that these theses are

equivalent, or that Heraclitus’ theory and Protagoras’ doctrine are merely sufficient

11Brown (1993), 211.
12Brown is reviewing Burnyeat (1990) and Bostock (1988).
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conditions?), and because reading the passage in this way has led to the problem

that Brown notes (there is no interesting way to read the flux doctrine), we might

wonder whether Burnyeat’s way of understanding the architecture of the argument

is wrong. Perhaps Socrates’ “dramaticization” of the argument in this passage is

a bit of a red herring (thrown in the direction of Theodorus, who is much taken

up with the politics of the intellectual schools). This is not to say that the lines of

thought that he picks up are not Protagorean or Heraclitean, but that the arguments

Plato is most interested in are not the entailments between Theaetetus’ definition,

Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory.

This argument is supported by the text in that it is not clear that each man

is associated with just one thesis. While Theaetetus can be aligned with the thesis

that knowledge is perception, neither Protagoras nor Heraclitus can be so easily as-

signed a position. From the outset Protagoras is saddled with two theses: “man is

the measure of all things, of the things that are, that they are, and of the things that

are not, that they are not” (152a1-4), and “as each thing appears to me, so it is for

me, and as it appears to you, so it is for you” (152a6-8). Worse yet, as the discussion

proceeds Protagoras’ doctrines multiply. Throughout the course of the discussion

Protagoras is associated with no fewer than seven different doctrines (152a3-5 (mea-

sure doctrine), 152a6-8 (appearance doctrine), 152d1-2 (secret doctrine), 152e1-3

(flux and becoming doctrine), 158a1 (appearance doctrine but without relativizing

clause), 158e6 (appearance doctrine but with “thinks at any time”, for “appears” and

“truth” for “is for me”), 160c (measure doctrine but with “judge” for “measure”)).

The story is similar for Heraclitus. At the outset Heraclitus is associated with not
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one, but three different theses: nothing in itself is one, nothing is but always becomes,

and all is flux. As the discussion progresses, these theses take on different shades of

meaning. In addition, we might note that it is not just Heraclitus who is associated

with these theses. Socrates attributes them to Homer, Empedocles, Epicharmus and

“all the wise men in continued succession except Parmenides”(152e1-3).13 Worse

still, the “Heraclitean” theory is explicitly associated with Protagoras himself (and

not simply as a consequence of his doctrine) (152e). Although there may be ways of

cleaning up this mess, one might still feel a bit hard pressed when Burnyeat urges

13The fact that the flux doctrine is not only attributed to Heraclitus is not meant as a refutation
of Burnyeat’s articulation of the argument, but just a consideration against it. I imagine that
Burnyeat uses “Heraclitus” as a shorthand for the whole group of men, and not a bad one, given
the prevalence of references we have to Heraclitus’ theory of flux in other sources. In addition, there
is reason to think that the number of authors Socrates gives is meant as a literary ploy to contrast
the many (Homer, Heraclitus, etc.) to the one, Parmenides, rather than as a serious attribution
(cf. McDowell (1973), pp.129-130). If this is the case, then it is fair for the reader to talk about the
flux doctrine as just Heraclitus’. The point stands, however, that it is improbable that the whole
of the argument should be so much about Heraclitus given that Socrates says so little explicitly
about him. In fact, in case one is book-keeping, Heraclitus is spoken of only in the following three
instances: the first, when the secret doctrine is introduced (152e), the second at the end of the
third account of perception (which we have not looked at in detail), where both Heraclitus and
Homer are pinned with the doctrine that all things are in motion (160d), and finally when Socrates
turns from arguments against Protagoras’ doctrine, to look a bit closer at “that sort of being that’s
carried along” (179d, see also 180d). Homer is even spoken of more times in the development of
the theory. Given Heraclitus’ small role in the dialogue, one might wonder whether Plato was even
interested in Heraclitus’ theory. The straightforward answer is, no. Plato was not interested in
Heraclitus, at least not qua Heraclitus. Plato is clearly interested in exploring a couple themes
that we have good evidence for believing were in Heraclitus’ writings, however. On the theme of
opposition, we might look to Heraclitus’ fragments DK22B83, DK22B60, DK22B126, DK22B111,
DK22B76 (McKirahan (1994): 10.58, 10.63, 10.69, 10.73, and 10.76, respectively). On the theme
of flux, we have three river fragments (the authenticity of which has been questioned) DK B12, DK
B49a, DK B91, as well as a fragment about barley drinks, DK B125 (Graham (1997) gives a brief
outline of the debate over the authenticity of the river fragments, pp. 1-4). The doctrine of flux
is, however, attributed to Heraclitus by the bulk of commentators from ancient times to today (cf.
Tht. at 160d, 179d-e, Crat. at 402a, Met. 987a32-24, De Cael. 298b25-33, Top. 104b21-22, Barnes
(1982), revised ed. 1982, p. 65).
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one into saying what the interrelations are of Theaetetus’ definition, “Heraclitus’

theory,” and “Protagoras’ doctrine.”

Now perhaps Socrates’ misdirections obscure a clear argument between T, P

and H (whatever they may be) that hides below the surface of the text. I’d like to

propose, however, that we put Burnyeat’s question about the relation between T, P

and H, aside. Perhaps this question does not help us make the obscure clear, but

focuses our attention on the obscure at the expense of the clear.

I propose as an alternative, that Socrates is developing two theses that are

not introduced as belonging to a single man, but instead are introduced as common

concerns: the first is the thesis that, “perception is of what is and unerring” (152c5)

(PIU), the second is the thesis that, “nothing in itself is one” (152d2-3) (NIO). Rather

than looking to 151d-160e for an argument that shows the logical relations between

Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory, we should look

for a development of PIU and NIO. And without much trouble, this is in fact what

we find.

In part I (151d-153d), where we might have painfully extracted a bad argu-

ment that H entails P entails T, we can now recognize two graceful demonstrations.

In the first, Socrates shows that Theaetetus and Protagoras have a common interest

in showing that perceptions are of what is and unerring. In the second, Socrates

shows that Protagoras and Heraclitus have a common interest in showing, against

Parmenides, that nothing in itself is one.

In part II (153d-157d), Socrates develops more fully how NIO brings together
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Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory. Further we might recognize to what

extent Plato himself would find himself in agreement with the thesis that nothing in

itself is one, for it is to this extent that we find Socrates giving arguments (and not

merely making claims) for the thesis. Here we will find ourselves, I hope, satisfying

Brown’s criticisms: it is in the careful consideration of the thesis that “nothing in

itself is one” that we find Plato’s freshly considered views on Heraclitean flux as well

as Protagoras’ doctrines.

In part III (157d-160d), Socrates develops more fully how Protagoras and

Theaetetus might be brought together by the claim that perception is of what is

and unerring. Here too we will find ourselves articulating Plato’s fresh thoughts

on the power of perception. Plato argues that through perception we might have

unerring apprehension of likeness and unlikeness, but mistake these for sameness and

difference.

In the remainder of this chapter we will look at part I (151d-153d), where

Socrates first introduces PIU and NIO. In Chapters Three and Four, we will look

closely at part II. And in Chapter Five, we will look closely at part III.

2.4 Protagoras at Peace with Others and at War with Himself (151d-
153d)

In Part I, we are given two arguments. In the first, Socrates brings together

Theaetetus’ definition and Protagoras’ doctrine. In the second, Socrates brings to-

gether Protagoras’ doctrine with Heraclitus’ theory of flux. I’ll begin with the first.
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2.4.1 Protagoras and Theaetetus (151d-152c)

I will argue that this passage presents neither an argument that P entails T,

nor an argument that T entails P.14 Instead, I will argue that this passage shows

that Protagoras’ appearance doctrine and Theaetetus’ definition both entail that

perception is of what is and unerring (PIU).

After Socrates introduces Protagoras’ homo mensura doctrine, he paraphrases

the doctrine, asking Theaetetus whether Protagoras also said something like this: “as

each thing appears to me, so it is for me, and as it appears to you, so it is for you”

(152a). After Theaetetus agrees, Socrates goes on to give an explanation for why it

is that Protagoras might have thought that as things appear, so they are for him to

whom they appear. Socrates explains Protagoras’ motivation in terms of a dilemma

that arises from conflicting appearances. Socrates uses the example of how a wind

appears cold to one man and not cold to another. Socrates then poses the dilemma

to Theaetetus: either the wind in itself is cold or not cold, or the wind is for each man

how it appears. Theaetetus embraces the latter horn; things are as Protagoras says:

“as things appear, so they are for him to whom they appear.” Socrates then proposes

that appearances are perceptions, so that Protagoras may be paraphrased thus, “as

each man perceives things, just so they probably are for him” (152c-23). Socrates

then drops the relativizing qualifiers (“for him”) from this paraphrase, leading to

this final restatement of Protagoras’ doctrine: “It seems perception is always of

what is and unerring” (152c5-6). Socrates then observes that this would mean that

14Proponents of reading A and reading B will claim that the former argument is in this passage.
Proponents of reading B might argue that the latter is here as well.
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perception is, “just as knowledge is” (152c5-6).

Campbell, Cooper, Burnyeat and Chappell, proponents of both reading A and

B, have taken Socrates’ final aside (“just as knowledge is”), as his way of marking

the conclusion of an argument from Protagoras’ doctrine to Theaetetus’ definition.15

But this is a bit quick. Socrates only concludes that, “perception is of what is

and unerring, just as knowledge is.” That is, he only concludes that, if Protagoras’

doctrine is true, then perception has features that we would expect knowledge to

have. He does not conclude that perception is knowledge. We should take Socrates

at his word here: Protagoras’ appearance doctrine, at the most, only shows that

perception might be like knowledge in that it is of what is and unerring. Socrates

does not show that Protagoras’ doctrine entails Theaetetus’ definition.

In contrast, Cornford, McDowell and Bostock, proponents of both readings

A and B, admit that this is not a good argument for the claim that Protagoras’

doctrine entails Theaetetus’ definition.16 And yet each believes that Plato is making

the argument.

McDowell’s analysis of the argument is detailed and he is logically precise.

Moreover, we are completely agreed about what it is that the body of the argument

succeeds in establishing. What we disagree about is Socrates’ stated aim in making

this argument. McDowell and I both believe that Socrates succeeds in arguing that P

entails PIU. But McDowell believes that this argument that P entails PIU is Socrates’

15Cf. Campbell (1883), p. 39 n. 2; Burnyeat (1990), p. 11; Cooper (1967), p. 16; and Chappell
(2004), 57.

16Cornford (1935), 32; McDowell (1973), 120-121; and Bostock (1988), 43.
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attempt at giving an argument that P entails T, while I believe that Socrates is simply

giving a good argument that P entails PIU.

Socrates begins by saying that Theaetetus says the very same thing as Protag-

oras. So, as McDowell understands this claim, Socrates is saying that T is identical

to P, which means that T is true if and only if P is true. In order to establish this

claim, Socrates will need to establish that T entails P and P entails T. McDowell

goes on to say that, “in one direction, the required implication seems obvious: if

perception is knowledge, then Protagoras’ thesis ... is true”(121). The more difficult

direction is that from P to T.

McDowell then goes on to point out, as I have, that Socrates’ argument is

problematic. He says the following:

But the converse implication is more doubtful. The most we have, in this

direction, is the following: if Protagoras’ thesis (on interpretation (a)) is

true, then perception is always veridical, which is something we should

expect if perception were knowledge.17

He then goes on to point out that the argument that P entails PIU is not adequate

to show that P entails T. So, according to McDowell, while Socrates claims that

the two theses are equivalent, the most that he can establish is that P entails PIU.

McDowell is generous, however, and acknowledges that this “affords an argument in

favour of the equation of knowledge with perception.”18 His point seems to be that

17McDowell (1973), p. 121.
18McDowell (1973), p. 121.
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the argument from P to PIU affords an argument in favor of T, and this is why

Socrates claims that P entails T.

So, despite McDowell’s acknowledgment that P doesn’t entail T, and his ac-

knowledgement that Socrates only succeeds in showing that P entails PIU, McDowell

thinks that Socrates is trying to show that P entails T and does not think Socrates

is simply trying to argue that P entails PIU. He does, however, supplement his read-

ing with an explanation of why Socrates might have made a bad argument; in an

earlier paragraph, he notes that Protagoras’ thesis, “affords an argument in favour

of the equation of knowledge with perception.”19 The point seems to be that Socra-

tes might have thought that because Protagoras’ doctrine “provides an argument in

favour of the equation of knowledge with perception,” Plato thought it fair to say

that Protagoras’ doctrine entails Theaetetus’ definition.

McDowell and others may be right that Socrates confuses Theaetetus’ and

Protagoras’ agreement that perception is of what is and unerring, with the equiv-

alence of Theaetetus’ and Protagoras’ theses. But a more obvious and charitable

construal is this: Socrates is not trying to argue that P is equivalent to T; Socrates

is simply arguing that T and P each entail PIU.

Is there a reason why these commentators have dismissed an obvious reading

(Socrates is simply pointing out that both Protagoras and Theaetetus agree that

perception is of what is and unerring) in favor of a strained reading (Socrates is

either making a bad argument or depending upon probability)? As I mentioned

19McDowell (1973), p. 121.
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above, the motivation for these strained readings comes from what Socrates says

right after Theaetetus first proposes that knowledge is perception:20

Indeed, you venture to speak of no ordinary account of knowledge, but

it is the one that Protagoras used to say. Although he said these same

things in a different way. (151e8-152a2)

The presupposition with which these commentators may have read this passage with

is this: Socrates is going to give an argument that Protagoras’ doctrine is equivalent

to Theaetetus’ definition, for Socrates says that they say, “these same things.” One

direction of this equivalence is that Theaetetus’ definition entails Protagoras’ doctrine

(T entails P), and the other direction of the equivalence is that Protagoras’ doctrine

entails Theaetetus’ definition (P entails T). Neither direction is completed in what

follows. But we might imagine that the former seems plausible to Plato, and that

Socrates is here trying to give the argument for the latter. The commentators we

have looked at are merely trying to be charitable when they suggest that Socrates

might have thought the argument that P entails PIU amounts to the argument that

P entails T.

Rather than working so hard to be charitable, I think that we should recon-

sider the presupposition. The presupposition is that Protagoras and Theaetetus say

these same things because they say equivalent things. But Protagoras and Theae-

tetus might say the same things only insofar as they make the same claims about

perception: perception is of what is and unerring. If this is how we understand

20McDowell (1973), p. 121.
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Socrates’ initial claim, then we need not try so hard to give a charitable reading

of Socrates’ argument, for it is in fact quite easy. Socrates is only arguing that

Protagoras and Theaetetus both claim that perception is of what is and unerring.

Although the argument immediately looks more plausible, there are still a

couple of problems remaining (problems that exist on readings A and B as well, I

might add). The first is that in the course of the argument, Theaetetus agrees to So-

crates’ leading question: “But, the ‘it appears’ means he perceives it?” (152b12). The

second is that the last step of the argument requires Socrates to drop the relativiz-

ing clauses that Protagoras uses. Here Socrates goes from, “as each man perceives

things, just so they probably are for each,” to “perception is always of what is and

unerring” (152c2-3, c5-6). Let’s look at each of these moves more closely.

Socrates asks Theaetetus whether ‘it appears’ means the same thing as “he

perceives it.” Theaetetus responds that it does. But Theaetetus seems to be, if

not wrong, at least too sure of his answer. For it might seem that there are cases

of things appearing that are not cases of perception. Commentators often point

out that appearances can be doxastic, but that perception, at least as Theaetetus

characterizes it, is a matter of sense perception.21 For example, it might appear that

21Campbell (1883), p. 38 n. 9; Cornford (1935), pp. 32-33; Cooper (1967), p. 16; Burnyeat (1990),
p. 11. A. E. Taylor, on the other hand, takes Theatetus’ ‘αἴσθησις’ to be, at least initially, broader
than sense perception (Taylor (1926), p. 325 n. 3); Bostock takes up a similar line of thought
(Bostock (1988), pp. 41-43).

In addition to noting that “it appears” might have a more doxastic sense, Burnyeat has argued
that appearances are at best equivalent to perceiving that, but not perceiving (contrast, for example,
perceiving that Socrates is tall, with perceiving tall Socrates). Burnyeat claims that: “So in its
generalized form the premise may be stated thus: x appears F to a (where x is an object, F a
sensible quality, and a a perceiving subject) if and only if a perceives that x is F. This means
that the perceiving we will be concerned with is perceiving that such and such is the case, as
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today is Friday, but we certainly don’t perceive that today is Friday. We should also

consider that “it appears” (faÐnetai) is cognate with “appearance” (fantasÐa), and

so is closely associated with visions or hallucinations. Here, for example, the dreams

of a sleeping man or the hallucinations of a madman are appearances although they

might not be sense perceptions. The general point is this: “appears” has a broader

meaning than “perceives.” This is sometimes because things appear to us that we

could not perceive, and sometimes because things appear to us that we only seem to

perceive.

We should note, however, that while Theaetetus might be too sure of his

answer that they are the same, Socrates is not. After Theaetetus says that they are

the same, Socrates adds a bit of a qualification as if to make sure that Theaetetus

hasn’t mistaken the substitution:

Appearances are the same as perceptions for the hot and for everything

of this sort. (152c1-2)

Here Socrates is quick to limit Theaetetus’ statement. Socrates notes that sense

perceptions, at least, are cases of appearance, if not, he hints, conversely. Protagoras’

contrasted with perceiving objects. . . ”(Burnyeat (1990), 11). I think Burnyeat at least needs to
argue more fully that we must gloss “the appearance of the cold wind” as an appearance of the
form x appears F to a. In fact, I think his gloss is inconsistent with how he understands the
Protagorean and Heraclitean take on the persistence of objects (cf. 159e-160c, Burnyeat (1982), pp.
10-11). Roughly, I would argue that what appears is a complex object (and a different complex
object for each individual). Here I am in agreement with Mohan Matthen’s argument in Matthen
(1983), and Matthen (1985). More generally I would think that we should be careful about putting
a propositional construction on the contents of, not only perceptions, but also appearances, beliefs,
and knowledge for Plato.
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statement about appearances includes Theaetetus’ claim about sense perception as

a proper part.

Socrates’ qualification gently instructs Theaetetus that he might only want

to allow the substitution of “he perceives it” for “it appears” in this particular sort

of context. (Theaetetus, however, does not seem to pick up on Socrates’ recom-

mendation. For Theaetetus, all appearances are sense perceptions, and conversely.)

The qualified claim, that the appearance of hot, cold, and the like, is the same as

perceiving, is strong enough for Socrates’ purpose here. For all that Socrates needs

is that Protagoras agree with Theaetetus that perception is of what is and unerring,

and not that Theaetetus agree with Protagoras’ broader claim.22 But, Theaetetus’

inability to distinguish between appearance and perception is not something that

we should ignore, and it is something that Socrates will return to later (157e-1603,

163a-164c, 165b-e, 184b-186e).

Let’s turn now to the second problematic move. At 152c1-6, Socrates makes

the move from the claim that “as each man perceives things, just so they probably

are for each” to the claim that “perception is always of what is and unerring.” So-

crates inexplicably slides from being relativized to a person (“are for each”) to being

simply (“what is”). At the very least, Socrates should be explaining how he makes

this move. Worse yet, Socrates not only concludes his argument by inexplicably

sliding from being relativized to persons to being simpliciter, he appears to begin

his argument with the assumption that they are different (152b6-8 seems to present

22Cf. McDowell (1973), pp. 119-120, for a similar explanation of this move.
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being relativized to persons and being simpliciter as horns of a dilemma). Because

the argument begins with the assumption that they are different, we cannot repair

this argument simply by inserting the premise that the Protagoreans would have rec-

ognized no distinction between being relativized to persons and being simpliciter.23

It would seem that the argument is not simply missing a premise, but is inconsistent.

To begin with, we might try to make the passage consistent. From here we

will be able to make sense of why it is that Socrates leaves out what would seem to

be a necessary argument. So let us begin with a closer look at the earlier passage in

which Socrates presents these two “beings” as different horns of a dilemma. After

Socrates observes that the same wind might appear cold to one man and not cold to

another, he poses a question to Theaetetus:

Well then, will we say that the wind, itself by itself, is cold or not cold?

Or will we be persuaded by Protagoras that it is cold for the one who

shivers, and for the one that does not, it is not. (152b6-8)

Here Socrates seems to be forcing Theaetetus to choose between things being the

way they are in themselves, or things being for one. However, since this reading

leads to an inconsistent rendering of the passage, as we have just seen, we might look

for a second contrast in this dilemma. Perhaps the point of the dilemma is not that

Protagoras insists upon relativizing but that Protagoras insists that things might

be more than one way. The dilemma is not between relativized being and being

23This possibility is explored and endorsed by Gail Fine in her exploration of another troubling
passage (171a-c) (Fine (2003), pp. 184-212).
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simpliciter, but between things being one sort and things being more than one sort.

The reason that Protagoras rejects the first horn of the dilemma is not because he

rejects the wind being in itself cold or not cold, but because he does not think that

the wind in itself is only cold or not cold: Protagoras in fact thinks that the wind is

both cold and not cold and this (now we may introduce the relativizing clause) on

account of the fact that it is cold for one man and not cold for another.

When we resolve the inconsistency, we also bring to light the reason that

Socrates jumps from the claim that the wind is cold for one and not cold for an-

other, to the claim that the wind is cold and not cold. The reason is that Protagoras

establishes how things are by considering how things are for men. While we have

resolved the inconsistency in the argument and supplied a reason for Socrates’ ap-

parently illegitimate move from relativized being to being simpliciter, the passage

remains troubling on precisely this same point: for we don’t have an argument for

the Protagorean claim that what it is to be is to be for one. This foreshadows the

next stage in Socrates’ development of Theaetetus’ definition: for Socrates now turns

to look at what lurks behind this Protagorean argument.

2.4.2 Protagoras and Heraclitus (152c-153d)

Socrates now declares that Protagoras’ doctrine conceals a secret doctrine

that “nothing in itself is one” (152d1-2). He then gives a short argument for this

theory from Protagoras’ appearance doctrine (152d2-6). Socrates then offers an

alternative way of understanding the doctrine that nothing in itself is one: nothing

is, for everything becomes as a result of movement and change and blending (152d7-
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e1). He shores up this doctrine (one might say these doctrines) with a symmetric

litany of prestigious men: the philosophers Heraclitus and Empedocles, and the

poets Epicharmus (in comedy) and Homer (in tragedy). He names only Parmenides

as standing against this army.

Cornford outlines two Heraclitean doctrines that emerge from the passage:

“no contrary can exist apart from its own contrary,” and “all the things we speak

of as having ‘being’, never really ‘are’, but are always in process of becoming as the

result of motion”.24 Cornford thinks the first doctrine was Protagoras’. Cornford

also believes that Plato agreed with the doctrine as long as the doctrine was restricted

to the sensible world. Of the second doctrine (nothing is, but everything becomes

as the result of motion) Cornford says he sees “no obvious reason why Protagoras

should hold this.” But here too, Cornford believes that Plato would have accepted

this doctrine as long as the doctrine was restricted to the sensible world. I think

Cornford gives a good rendering of this passage. In particular, Cornford’s “narrow”

reading of the view we should attribute to Protagoras is correct (and not common)

for Cornford argues that Protagoras would have thought that contraries could be

compresent, but Cornford does not jump to the conclusion that Protagoras was a

relativist or a subjectivist. (There are better passages to argue for one or the other

position later in the dialogue.)

There are, however, two (debatable) weaknesses in Cornford’s reading. The

first is that while Cornford’s take on what it is that Protagoras and Heraclitus each

24Cornford (1935), 38.
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contribute to the discussion is corroborated by others, Cornford argues more con-

tentiously that Plato accepts these theses, at least insofar as they apply to the sensible

world. This part of Cornford’s exegesis is controversial, but one can easily contest it

while maintaining that he is right about Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ contributions.

And this is what I will do. I agree with Cornford that in this passage Socrates

presents two propositions: the first is that contraries can be compresent, and the

second is that nothing is but everything becomes as a result of motion. The second

weakness of Cornford’s reading is that he does not emphasize the need to bring to-

gether the Protagorean and Heraclitean contributions to the theory that supports

Theaetetus’ definition. He takes the use of Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ doctrines to

be “dialectical”, as he describes it earlier in his commentary:

Plato’s procedure here is a classic example of dialectical method. ...

What has really happened is that Plato has given an account of the

nature of perception which involves elements taken from Protagoras and

Heracleitus—elements that Plato himself accepts as true when they are

guarded and limited with the necessary qualifications.25

Cornford’s understanding of Plato’s methodology is this: Plato is cherry-picking

from Protagorean and Heraclitean theories in order to “bring to light” Theaetetus’

definition.26 Cornford describes this as Socrates treating Protagoras and Heraclitus

as “parties to the discussion who could be laid under contribution.”27 Cornford’s

25Cornford (1935), 31.
26Ibid., 31.
27Ibid., 31.
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point seems to be this: because they are parties to the discussion, Plato is free to use

their contributions according to the Socratic “dialectical” method. Again, according

to Cornford, Plato (or Socrates) is taking the men’s theses out of context, for his

own purposes, and rejecting the extreme forms of the theses. Cornford gives us

a reading according to which Socrates puts Theaetetus, Protagoras and Heraclitus

through some sort of dialectical picking process and ends up with a Platonic theory of

perception and the sensible world. What’s missing from Cornford’s understanding of

dialectic is that Socrates is engaging in a conversation with and between Theaetetus,

Protagoras and Heraclitus. What Plato shows Socrates doing is finding points of

agreement between these men; Socrates is not simply picking out Platonic beliefs

from which a theory can be developed. Once Socrates finds these points of agreement

he can weave together a theory. It is only once this theory is born that Socrates,

Theodorus and Theaetetus will test the truth of the theses that the interlocutors

agree upon. Dialectic is not simply about picking out bits of truth from this or

that participant (as if one already knows what is and is not true), but about finding

what beliefs are held in common and then testing whether these beliefs can be woven

together.

Plato hints at a way of unifying Protagoras’ commitment to the compresence

of contraries and Heraclitus’ commitment to the theory that all things are in flux.

Protagoras and Heraclitus form one army because they fight against one opponent:

Parmenides. If what brings these men together on the same philosophical battlefield

is their opposition to this man, then what brings these men together is their adherence

to a principle antithetical to Parmenides’ worldview. Against Parmenides’ claim that
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“all is one” (180e), these men claim that “nothing in itself is one.”

The way to read this passage (152d2-152e10), is to divide it into two parts. In

the first part, from 152d2-152d6, Socrates gives a short argument that Protagoras’

appearance doctrine entails that nothing in itself is one, for opposites are compresent.

The argument begins with the observation that appearances conflict. After Socrates

introduces the secret doctrine, “nothing in itself is one”, he continues: “should you

address something as large, it will appear small, and if heavy, light” (152d4-5). The

point here is that appearances are often at odds. But Protagoras has said that as

things appear so they are, so we conclude that it is not just appearances that are

at odds but that there is nothing that is any one thing or any one sort of thing. In

the second part, from 152d6-152e3, Socrates gives a short argument that Heraclitus’

flux also entails that nothing in itself is one. Here Socrates turns to a theory of what

is really real. He lists a series of men beginning with Heraclitus who all believed

that: “nothing ever is, but always comes to be” (152e1). But if nothing is, but is

only coming to be, then nothing is simply one thing or one sort of thing. Protagoras

and Heraclitus (and the rest of the anti-Parmenidean army) “fall in together” not

because one entails the other, but because each can be understood as observing in a

different way the same idea: nothing in itself is one.

2.4.3 Protagoras at War with Himself

I have now argued that, (1) Socrates brings together Theaetetus’ definition

and Protagoras’ appearance doctrine by showing how both entail the thesis that

perception is of what is and unerring, and (2) Socrates brings together Protagoras’
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appearance doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory of becoming from flux by showing how

both entail the thesis that nothing in itself is one. Through the course of this passage,

“Protagoras” has proved to be very agreeable: first he says the very same thing as

Theaetetus does about the nature of perception, and next he declares—alongside

Heraclitus, Homer, Empedocles, and Epicharmus—that things are just as they say:

nothing in itself is one. But what’s striking about these arguments is that while

Protagoras is brought in to agree with a whole crowd of different men, it is not at all

clear that he agrees with himself. The problem is this: on the one hand, he assures

us that we are always right, for perception is of what is and unerring, while on the

other hand he takes away any possibility for knowing what is, for nothing is in itself

one.

In sum, in the opening discussion Socrates does not simply introduce Theae-

tetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory; he presents two strains

of Protagoreanism that need to be resolved. We should then expect that the point of

the ensuing discussion is not to outline an argument between Theaetetus’ definition,

Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory, but to resolve the two strains of Pro-

tagoreanism, one of which says that “perception is always of what is and unerring”,

and the other of which says, “nothing in itself is one.” We might also expect that the

critical discussion of the theory will bring to light some inconsistency or self-refutation

hidden in the way Protagoras’ doctrine is developed alongside Theaetetus’ definition

and Heraclitus’ theory.
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2.5 Conclusion and Prospective

Now that Socrates has introduced the thesis that perception is of what is and

unerring, and the thesis that nothing in itself is one, he will develop each. In the

next passage, Socrates will explain more fully how he takes Protagoras’ claim, that

appearances are of what is, and Heraclitus’ claim, that all is flux, to meet together

in the claim that nothing in itself is one (153d-157e). This is what we turn to in

Chapters Three and Four. After this, Socrates will turn to show in greater detail how

perception is of what is and unerring follows from a compromise between Protagoras’

concerns about epistemic seeming and Theaetetus’ concerns with sense perception

(157e-160d). We will turn to this in Chapter Five.
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Chapter 3

Perception I: Conflicting Appearances

3.1 Introduction

After introducing the two theses that bring Theaetetus’, Protagoras’, and Her-

aclitus’ concerns together—perception is of what is and unerring (PIU), and nothing

in itself is one (NIO)—Socrates turns to developing a theory of perception as a com-

panion to Theaetetus’ claim that perception is knowledge. Socrates will describe the

theory of perception three different times before he declares that Theaetetus’ theory

has been born (153d-154a, 156a-157c, 159c-160c).1 However, the exposition and de-

velopment of the theory primarily takes place in the first two of these passages. In

the third passage, Socrates will, “apply the same account as earlier” (159b).

Unquestionably, there are discrepancies between the first attempt at describ-

ing perception (hereafter, “the first account of perception” (153d-154a)), and the

second attempt at describing perception (hereafter, “the second account of percep-

tion” (156a-157c)). Commentators on this passage might be divided into two camps.

On the one hand, Cornford, Jackson, Burnet, Ross, Taylor, and, more recently, Chap-

pell, argue that there is in the end a single account of perception.2 On the other

1See outline in previous chapter.
2Cornford takes the first passage as preliminary, the second as the most thorough account, and

the third as a defense that this account of perception makes it infallible (Cornford (1935), pp.
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hand, Burnyeat, Owen, Fine and Bostock assign (or try to assign) the two accounts

to Protagoras and Heraclitus, respectively.3

In the first camp, we find proponents of reading A (described in the previous

chapter): Plato is having Socrates describe Plato’s own theory of perception (which

is in fact the one that Protagoras and Heraclitus would both give). In the second

camp, we generally find proponents of reading B (also described in the previous

chapter): Plato is here showing that Protagoras’ doctrine entails Heraclitus’ theory,

thus beginning his argument that Heraclitus’ and Protagoras’ theses are not only

sufficient for Theaetetus’ definition, but also necessary. According to reading B, the

equivalence of Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’ theory is

part of Plato’s argument that they will all fail together. As Owen puts it: “Plato

does not say, as he is reported to say [by proponents of reading A], that knowledge

29-58). H. Jackson takes the theory to be Platonic, but that for Plato, “sensation does not account
for the whole of the soul’s furniture” (Jackson (1884), p. 246). John Burnet says, “it seems best
to regard it as in this form Plato’s own” and cites evidence from Aristotle that indicates that
Plato held something like this doctrine to the end (Burnet (1914), pp. 241-242). A.E. Taylor
says, “From Plato’s own point of view, the theory would be perfectly acceptable as an account of
“pure” sensation” (Taylor (1926), p. 330). See also Ross (1951), pp. 101-103 and Chappell (2004),
p. 48. McDowell, while not included in the list above, also thinks that there is a single account
of perception. Although he acknowledges apparent discrepencies between the accounts, he then
goes on to dismiss them, “it seems pointless to try to produce a consistent interpretation...Plato’s
intention in the present passage [153e-154a] is to introduce, in a preliminary way...without, at this
stage, much concern for the details of the theory” (McDowell (1973), p. 131). His exegesis of this
passage is quite different from this crowd in other regards, however, so I have excluded him from
the above list.

3Burnyeat argues that the first theory is Protagorean and the second Heraclitean, and that this
is an argument that Protagoras’ doctrine or theory entails Heraclitus’ (Burnyeat (1990), pp. 15-17).
See also his more detailed analysis in a footnote in Burnyeat (1982), p. 6 note 2a. G.E.L. Owen
notes that this is not Plato’s theory of perception (Owen (1953), p. 86). Similarly Gail Fine in
Fine (1996a), pp. 105-133. Bostock tries to pursue this reading, but is frustrated in his analysis
(Bostock (1988), pp. 44-70).
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is not perception because the objects of perception are wholly in flux. He says that

the attempt to equate knowledge with perception kat� ge t�n toÜ p�nta kineØsjai

mèjodon fails because that mèjodoc is (not false for some things, but) nonsense about

anything.”4

If these are the only ways of reading the passage, we are left with a choice

between ignoring the differences between the two accounts and taking the whole as

a development of Plato’s own theory (reading A), or assigning the first account to

Protagoras and the second to Heraclitus, and taking both accounts as “nonsense

about anything” (reading B).

Whether or not Plato has Socrates give his own theory of perception (reading

A) or whether Plato has Socrates expound a theory of perception that he now rejects

(reading B), weighs on the question of whether or not Plato thought, at the time

of writing the Theaetetus, that one could have knowledge of the sense-perceptible

world. According to reading A, Plato maintains his position of the earlier dialogues:

one cannot have knowledge of the perceptible world. According to reading B, Plato

now recognizes that his old position leads to absurdities (this is what is showed in the

passage we are currently considering) and he is open to a new metaphysics that would

allow for knowledge of the perceptible world. I imagine that Reading B has been

particularly attractive to those philosophers who are a bit embarrassed by Plato’s

dualism. For, in this passage of the Theaetetus, they claim to recognize Plato’s own

acknowledgment of the absurdities that result from the sharp dualism that separates

4Owen (1953), p. 86.
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the intelligible from the sensible.5 However, proponents of reading B, because they

think Plato dismisses in its entirety the account of perception given in this dialogue,

have nowhere to look for an account of perception and an account of the metaphysics

of the perceptible world that would underwrite their claim that Plato, at the time

of writing the Theaetetus, thought that knowledge could be had of the perceptible

world. The proponents of reading B, despite some reasonable observations about the

Theaetetus, are left unrequited in their desire for a new Platonism.6

In this chapter and the next, I will argue for a new reading of the two theories

of perception given from 153d-157c: the differences between the first and second

account of perception are substantive (against reading A), but the differences cannot

be attributed to the difference between Protagoras and Heraclitus (against reading

B). I will also argue that the theory is neither necessarily Plato’s own (against reading

A), nor is it nonsense about anything (against reading B). I will use this reading to

argue, with proponents of reading B, that Plato was reconsidering the possibility

5Proponents of reading B not only point to this passage in the Theaetetus as the place where
Plato sheds his theory of perception and the perceptible world (which made it impossible to gain
knowledge of the sense-perceptible world) but they also point to a later passage in the Theaetetus
where Plato seems to give an example of a case in which a man has knowledge of the perceptible
world. In this passage, Socrates shows that true belief is not knowledge by pointing out that
sometimes true belief, when it is not accompanied by perception, is not knowledge. Here, Socrates
uses a case in which only eye-witnesses, and not members of a jury, can have knowledge of an
assault (201bc).

6Timothy Chappell expresses this in the following passage: “On the Revisionist reading [reading
B], the strategy of the discussion of D1 [knowledge is perception] is to move us towards a one-world
Platonism, a view which will imply that sensible phenomena have to fall under the same general
metaphysical theory as intelligible phenomena, and that theories like Protagoras’ and Heracleitus’
are not true of anything. What exactly this general metaphysical theory might be is not clear.
For the Revisionist there is no certainty that it is the theory of Forms, at least not as that was
presented in the Republic. Indeed it is possible that Plato never clearly states his new view before
it is superseded by the later concerns of the Sophist” (Chappell (2004), p. 49).
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that one could have knowledge of the perceptible world. It is precisely by showing

that proponents of reading B are wrong about the nuts and bolts of their reading of

153d-157c, that we can establish the conclusion proponents of reading B are anxious

to argue for: Plato was reconsidering the relationship between knowledge and sense

perception.

In the first half of this chapter, I will show how both reading A and reading B

fail to give a good analysis of the two accounts of perception. I will argue that it is

untenable to argue that the two accounts only differ in lucidity and comprehensive-

ness (reading A), nor, despite some initial plausibility, do the accounts correspond

to Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ theories respectively (reading B). Here my argument

will weigh upon the gross negligence to detail of the proponents of reading A (I will

focus on Cornford), and the fuzzy logic that must be imputed to Plato in the only

detailed defense of reading B (Burnyeat).

After showing that proponents of reading A and reading B have not been

able to give a tenable exegesis of the two accounts of perception, I will suggest

a new reading. In this chapter, I will give a close reading of the first account of

perception; in the next chapter, I will give a close reading of the second account of

perception. In both chapters, I will argue that the claim that nothing in itself is

one is central to each account (153e, 157a), but that the two accounts of perception

are developed alongside different interpretations of the thesis. In the final part of

the second account, which will be discussed in the next chapter, Socrates will try to

reconcile these two different theories of perception; but, in the end, there will remain

at least one unresolvable difficulty.
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3.2 Reading A and B

We will focus on a very short passage in this chapter and the next: 153d-157c.

As I said above, this passage contains two accounts of perception (153d-154a, 156a-

157c). In between these two accounts of perception, Socrates introduces a puzzle

about numbers and size (154b-155d). Reading A argues that the differences between

the first two accounts can be explained by taking the first to be merely a preliminary

to the second account, that is, that while the first account is neither as comprehensive

nor lucid as the second account, it is in essentials the same. I’ll begin by showing

why this is not a feasible reading.

3.2.1 Reading A

The first account of perception is very short—the whole of it is given in

two statements. Socrates uses the example of the perception of white. In the first

sentence, Socrates says that white color is not a distinct thing having a place either

outside the eyes or in the eye (153d8-e2). In the second sentence, Socrates says that

the white color is generated in-between, that is, presumably, between the eye and

whatever it is that is outside the eye, from the interaction of the eye and a motion

(153e5-a3).7

The core of this account is the thesis that color does not belong to any one

thing, but comes about through the interaction of an eye and some motion. If

we are to generalize over other perceptual properties, the point seems to be that

7Plato does not have Socrates specify what this “motion” is. Is it an ordinary object, a stone,
stick, man? Or is it some motion coming from the perceived thing?
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perceptual properties do not ever belong to any one thing, but come about through

the interaction of a sense organ and a motion. If perceptual properties do not belong

to things, then the point seems to be that nothing could ever be any one sort of

thing: there is nothing that is white or black, or cold or warm.

About this, Cornford, the major proponent of reading A, and I agree.8 Let’s

turn now to the second account of perception.

The second account of perception is much more complex that the first. It

should be divided into four stages. In the first stage, Socrates describes perception

as an interaction between an active and passive motion that gives rise to twin births:

what is perceived and the perception of it. In the second stage, Socrates appears to

start over, describing perception as the birth of a fast motion from a slow motion.

In the third stage, Socrates seems to combine the first and second stage in a more

concrete analysis of a perception (he returns to the case of perceiving white). In the

final stage, Socrates generalizes the account.

I will dispute two claims that Cornford makes about this account. The first

is that the second account is the same as the first account. The second is that it is

Plato’s account.

About the first claim, Cornford simply gives no argument. Before he gives

his translation of the second account, he simply states: “Socrates now expands the

analysis of the process of sense-perception.”9 Without an argument that the second

account is an expansion of the first account, it is hard to do anything but ask why.

8Cornford (1935), p. 40.
9Ibid., p. 45.
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The second account doesn’t, at least not obviously, expand on the previous account;

instead it changes the structure of perception. Perception of color is no longer the

result of an interaction between the eye and a motion, but an interaction between two

motions (in the first account there is no indication that the eye should be understood

as a motion). Further, the product of their interaction is no longer a single thing

(white), but instead twins, what is perceived and the perception of it. It would be

interesting to see a reading that makes the second account an elaborate expansion

of the first. However, it is strange to make this claim without an argument. In my

exegesis of this passage, I will argue that the two accounts are based on fundamentally

different assumptions and are fundamentally different accounts: the first account is

based on the assumption that it is only perceptual properties (and other motions

proceeding from objects) that are motions or in motion, that is, objects and sense

organs are not motions; the second account is based on the assumption that these

perceptual properties come to inhere in objects and in sense organs, thus making the

objects and sense organs themselves sorts of motion, namely, qualitative changes.

My exegesis details how the two accounts differ, and for this I will need to give more

argument later, but the fact that the two accounts are, at least superficially, different,

does not require such a detailed argument. Rather, it is Cornford’s claim that they

are the same that needs defense.

Cornford’s second claim is that the account of perception is Plato’s own.

My guess is that this thesis motivates the otherwise unjustified claim that the two

accounts of perception are the same. Cornford’s reasoning might be that if both

accounts are Plato’s, then there is one account, which is Plato’s account of perception.
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So I will take Cornford’s argument that the accounts are Plato’s as part of his defense

that they are the same account. Here is Cornford’s argument that the theory is

Plato’s:

Plato intends to refute the claim of perception (in spite of its infallibility)

to be knowledge on the ground that its objects have no real being, but

are always becoming and changing and therefore cannot be known. For

that purpose he is bound to give us what he believes to be a true account

of the nature of those objects. It would be futile to prove that what

some other individual or school, perhaps wrongly, supposed to be the

nature of perception was inconsistent with its claim to yield knowledge.

Accordingly he states his own doctrine and takes it as established for the

purposes of the whole subsequent criticism of perception.10

The gist of Cornford’s argument is this: if you are going to show that perception is

not knowledge, then it better be perception you are talking about. But Cornford’s

argument rests on the claim that Socrates is going to pursue a direct refutation of

Theaetetus’ thesis rather than an indirect one. Cornford takes the discussion to

be the consideration, by Socrates, Theaetetus and Theodorus, of whether or not

perception has the character of knowledge. But the discussion might just as well

proceed like this: Socrates, Theaetetus, and Theodorus are considering what per-

ception would need be like if perception is knowledge. If something absurd results

from this hypothesis, then they will reject the assumption that perception is knowl-

edge. If Socrates’ argument were direct, then Cornford would be right—Plato would

10Cornford (1935), p. 49.
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be “bound to give us what he believes to be a true account of the nature of those

objects.” But if Socrates’ argument is indirect then Cornford is wrong.

If Plato is having Socrates argue in a direct manner, then Socrates’ initial ar-

gument following Theaetetus’ definition—in which Socrates shows that Theaetetus

and Protagoras share a similar claim, perception is of what is and unerring (PIU)

(151e-152c)—is inexplicable. PIU follows from Theaetetus’ definition and Protag-

oras’ doctrine, but it most certainly does not follow from Plato’s own theory of

perception. Further, if Cornford is right that Plato is having Socrates argue in a

direct manner, then there can be no reason why he would have Socrates go through

the second argument that shows that Protagoras’ doctrine, that as things appear so

they are, and Heraclitus’ flux, both lead to the thesis that nothing in itself is one

(NIO). Here again we see Plato entertaining the consequence of two theses that he

most certainly does not agree with. The arguments that follow these initial exposi-

tions develop these un-Platonic hypotheses. The theory of perception is not set down

as Plato’s own, but as one based upon the claims that nothing in itself is one (153e)

and upon the claim that perception and appearances are of what is and unerring

(158a, 158e).

Nearly all the evidence weighs against Cornford’s claim that the theory of

perception that Plato has Socrates expound must be Plato’s own. But this is not

to deny that, perhaps, part of the theory of perception might coincide with Plato’s

own account.11 Here I think we might agree that while Plato never thought that

11In order to answer this question, it would be necessary to seriously consider Plato’s other
developed theory of perception (Tim., 65b ff.). The account in the Timaeus is quite different from
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perception is of what is and unerring, there is evidence from other dialogues that

he thought that perceptible things do not always appear to be in themselves one

sort of thing.12 Further, I think that while Cornford is wrong to think that Plato

has Socrates begin by pursuing a direct argument against the claim that knowledge

is perception, I do think that Socrates gives a direct argument later in the dialogue

(184b-186e).13 In this later passage, Socrates and Theaetetus consider for themselves

whether perception is of what is. Here Socrates and Theaetetus conclude, rather

quickly, that perception is not of what is and therefore cannot be knowledge. The

fact that he pursues a direct argument in this later passage gives the reader all the

more reason to believe that he is pursuing a different sort of argument earlier in the

dialogue (that is, from 151d-183c).

Therefore, given the disparities between the two accounts of perception, there

is no prima facie reason to accept, without argument, the claim that Socrates is

giving the same account of perception each time. In trying to support the claim on

the accounts in the Theaetetus, both in a number of specific details, and in the overall approach
to describing a theory of perception. In the Timaeus, Plato gives us detailed descriptions of how
the character of the four different sorts of perception (taste, smell, hearing, and sight) are rooted
in the natures of earth, air, water and fire. Some (I have Burnyeat in mind), have argued that
this is evidence that the account in the Timaeus is physical while the account in the Theaetetus is
metaphysical: but I think the difference is not this, but a difference in the starting points of the two
physical explanations. In the Timaeus, the account begins with the nature of four elements, and
from here builds up to the phenomenology of different perceptions. In the Theaetetus one begins
with two puzzles that emerge from the phenomenology of perception (what Plato has Socrates call
“summoners” in the Republic, 523c), and then works only so far “down” as is necessary to explain
these puzzles. This does not make it a less physical theory. Whether or not the two accounts are
compatible or at odds is a question beyond the scope of this footnote.

12For related discussions see Phd. 102a ff., and Rep. 436b ff., 479a-d, and 523a-d.
13Many have observed that it is at least not obvious that anything in this later passage depends

upon the theory of perception given in 153d-157c.

65



behalf of proponents of reading A, I hypothesized that one might have reasoned that

the two separate accounts are the same because they are both Plato’s own account.

Here I considered Cornford’s argument that the account given is Plato’s. I argued

that Cornford’s argument is only valid if Plato is having Socrates pursue a direct

argument that perception is not knowledge. I then argued that Plato does not in

fact have Socrates pursue a direct argument, so there is no reason to infer that this

is Plato’s own account. If it is not Plato’s own account, then that destroys the only

reason that I can supply for Cornford’s otherwise unsupported claim that the two

accounts of perception given at 153d and 156a are the same.

Proponents of reading B argue, as I have just done, that Plato is having

Socrates pursue an indirect refutation of Theaetetus’ definition. This is, in fact,

part of their motivation for the reading that they give of 153d-157c. But they

argue that the indirect argument goes as follows: first it is shown that Theaetetus

definition entails Protagoras’ doctrine, it is then shown that Protagoras’ doctrine

entails Heraclitus’ theory, and this will then be shown to be a nonsensical theory.

In the next section, I will argue that this reading, while initially plausible, does not

work.

3.2.2 Reading B

Proponents of reading B argue that Socrates shows that Protagoras’ relativist

doctrine entails a Heraclitean metaphysics of flux. Burnyeat points to three places

for evidence of this argument. The first is 152c-d, which is the passage in which

Protagoras’ doctrine is first seen to lead to the secret doctrine. The second is the
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passage we are considering in this chapter (153d and following). This second passage

is where Burnyeat thinks we will find an “extended argument (153d ff.) to show

that Protagoras requires a Heraclitean ontology [Prot → Her].”14 The third is 183b,

where Burnyeat argues that Socrates is refuting Protagoras’ doctrine by showing

that Heraclitus’ theory is false (in other words, Socrates requires Prot → Her for

a modus tollens argument). According to Burnyeat, the first passage is a shorter

version of the extended argument of the second passage, and the third passage does

not argue for the fact that Prot → Her, but simply requires it.15 So, if Burnyeat

is right that Socrates’ is arguing for Prot → Her, his argument rests heavily on the

second passage, 153d ff.

In his introduction to Levett’s translation of the Theaetetus, Burnyeat argues

that we see the Protagorean component of the account at 153d-155c.16 In this passage

we see not only the first account of perception, but the discussion of the puzzle of

the dice. The puzzle that Socrates points to is this: without being added to or

subtracted from, six dice are less than twelve dice and more than four dice. Burnyeat

believes that Plato has Socrates use this example to illustrate that Protagoras adopts

a strategy of relativization when he is confronted with conflicting appearances. So

Burnyeat concludes, “all through 153d-155c it has been brought home to us that

what enables Protagoras to achieve this result [that perception is of what is and

14Burnyeat (1982), pp. 6-7, note 2.
15In addition, I have already argued in the previous chapter that the first passage (152c-d) only

shows that Protagoras and Heraclitus agree upon NIO, and that Socrates does not show that
Protagoras’ doctrine entails Heraclitus’ theory.

16Burnyeat (1990), pp. 13-15.
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unerring] is his strategy of relativization.”17 Burnyeat is arguing that the purpose of

this passage is to show that, if one understands that perceptual qualities are relations

between the perceiver and the perceived, then there is no way that a perceiver could

be wrong.18

Burnyeat then turns to the second account of perception. When Burnyeat first

turns to the second account he asks what sort of things the perceptual properties

are. He continues by asserting that this is a “question for Theaetetus about the

ontological basis for his Protagorean account of knowledge.”19 Since Burnyeat has

just argued that the Protagorean account succeeds because of Protagoras’ strategy

of relativization, we might think that the idea is that Socrates turns to Heraclitus

for an ontology of relations. If this line of thought is right, then the idea is that

Protagoras’ doctrine requires taking properties as relations, and taking properties as

relations requires understanding relations as motions. After giving a brief overview

of the account (recall the four stages: active and passive motions give birth to twins,

then slow motions give birth to fast motions, then a combined account, then a

generalization), Burnyeat introduces the question of whether this is a physical or a

metaphysical theory. Here Burnyeat aligns himself (and reading B) with the idea

that the theory is a metaphysical one. By arguing that the theory is a metaphysical

one, he opens up the possibility that the “motion” described in this account is a

“metaphysical motion,” that is, that we ought not to take it so literally but think

of it as designed to, “bring out the point that seeing is seeing something over there

17Burnyeat (1990), p. 15.
18Ibid.
19Ibid., p. 16.
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from here, and whiteness is whiteness manifesting itself there to me here.”20 Buryneat

concludes that:

We can enjoy the picturesque details without forcing it into a scientific

mould. For the Heraclitean story which Plato recounts with imaginative

delight is a metaphysical projection of a world in which the Protagorean

epistemology holds good.21

Burnyeat claim here seems to be that the Heraclitean theory would provide a model

in which the Protagorean epistemology holds good. But this wouldn’t show that

Prot→ Her. If anything it shows that Heraclitus’ thesis entails Protagoras’ doctrine.

Burnyeat requires that the story that “Plato recounts with imaginative delight” show

that the Heraclitean world is the only world in which the Protagorean epistemology

holds good. In other words, Burnyeat would need to show that Socrates is arguing

that the Protagorean epistemology holds, not just if, but only if Heraclitus’ theory

is a true account of the world. But Burnyeat simply fails to give us this argument.

Even if we are to grant Burnyeat’s narrative of 153d-157c, he still does not point us

to this crucial step of the argument: the point at which it is shown that Prot→ Her.

Burnyeat also argues for this reading of 153d-157c in his paper, “Idealism

and Greek Philosophy: What Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed.”22 In this paper,

Burnyeat says the following about what he there calls thesis (2) (Th → Prot →

Her): “at each step the claim is that Theaetetus has no reasonable alternative if

20Ibid., 17.
21Ibid., 18.
22Burnyeat (1982).
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his definition is to be vindicated ... Consequently it remains an abstract possibility

at the end that Theaetetus might find some alternative to (2) to avoid the reductio

[ - Her → - Theaet].”23 What is the purpose of Burnyeat’s phrase “it remains an

abstract possibility” here? I take it that Burnyeat is conceding that Socrates never

gives an argument that Heraclitus’ theory follows from Protagoras’ doctrine, that is,

that it is the only possible sufficient condition. It is for this reason that it “remains

an abstract possibility” that there are some other sufficient conditions. (Indeed,

Socrates hints that Parmenides might provide these other sufficient conditions (180d-

181a, 183c-184a).) It is as if Burnyeat is arguing that (Socrates might think) the

converse of a conditional always holds unless some “abstract possibility” materializes,

and therefore, because Socrates argues for the conditional he must also hold the

converse. Either Burnyeat is making a very bad argument, or he is accusing Socrates

(and Plato) of making one.

In addition, I find that there are a number of points to object to in Burnyeat’s

account of the narrative of 153d-157c. I’ll focus on three. The first is that, contrary

to Burnyeat’s claim, the first account is neither Protagoras’ doctrine nor does it

follow from Protagoras’ doctrine. The second is that Burnyeat gives an inaccurate

description of the puzzle of the dice. The third is that the final account is introduced

as a solution to a puzzle about becoming, and not, as Burnyeat claims, a solution to

the compresence of opposites.

First, let’s turn to the initial account of perception. Burnyeat claims that this

23Ibid., p. 6, note 2a.
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account is the Protaogrean account. But Socrates begins by claiming that a white

color is not a thing either outside or inside the eye and then defends this claim by

noting that if we were to disagree then the white color would be, “in place and resting

and would not be in motion becoming” (153e1-2). In other words, he defends his

claim by pointing to Heraclitus’ theory. Further, we might recall that this account

is introduced on the heels of a discussion of Heraclitus’ theory, as if it were the

Heraclitean theory. In the second part of the account, Socrates’ begins by positing

the claim that “nothing in itself is one” (153e4-5). This is a claim, as I have argued

in the previous chapter, that Protagoras and Heraclitus are committed to, although

they are committed to it for different reasons: Protagoras because appearances are

of what is, Heraclitus because all is flux. It is thus from this joint claim, which is

motivated from distinct quarters, that the remainder of the first account is born:

colors become between the perceiver and perceived (Heraclitean motivation) and are

private to each individual (Protagorean motivation). I will argue for this reading

more fully later, but I mention it here to make the point that it is plausible that this

account is not simply “Protagorean.”

Second, Burnyeat argues that the puzzle of the dice is resolved by understand-

ing that “more” and “less” are relations. Burnyeat’s take is that the moral of the

puzzle is this: “When you add an explicit specification of the different relations in

which opposite predicates hold of the same thing, the contradiction disappears.”24 In

other words, the dice are introduced to show how relative predicates offer a perspic-

uous model for how the appearance that opposing properties are compresent might

24Burnyeat (1990), p. 13.
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be resolved: one argues that these properties do not belong to the objects themselves

but are relations between the objects and the perceiver. But Plato does not introduce

the example of the dice as another example of a “contradiction” (more precisely, an-

other example of the compresence of opposites). Socrates uses the dice to introduce

a different problem: sometimes things become what they were not before, without

any change in themselves. Here is the text (I have used Levett’s translation, as this

is the one on which Burnyeat bases his commentary):

Soc: Here are six dice. Put four beside them, and they are more, we say,

than the four, that is, half as many again; but put twelve beside them,

and we say they are less, that is, half the number. ....

Soc: Well now, supposing Protagoras or anyone else were to ask you this

question: ‘Is it possible, Theaetetus, to become bigger or more in number

in any other way than by being increased?’ What is your answer to that?

Theaet: Well, Socrates, if I answer what seems true in relation to the

present question, I shall say ‘No, it is not possible’; but if I consider

it in relation to the question that went before, then in order to avoid

contradicting myself, I say ‘Yes, it is.’ (154cd, translated by M.J. Levett.)

The puzzle here is this: how is it possible that the dice can “become bigger” without

being increased. The puzzle is not about the dice being simultaneously bigger and

smaller. The solution to the puzzle might involve positing relations: but, if this is

the case, the relations will help to distinguish between two sorts of change and will

not be in the service of resolving the tension of compresent opposites.25

25Peter Geach’s draws an influential distinction between change and mere Cambridge change in
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Third, Burnyeat attributes the final account to Heraclitus and proposes that

it is the Heraclitean way of making the Protagorean thesis come out true. Burnyeat

is right that the account seems Heraclitean in origin: afterall, it is based on the claim

that everything is motion. Nonetheless, it would be nice to hear Burnyeat’s explana-

tion for the fact that it is introduced as Protagoras’ own at 155d. But let us put this

point aside, and grant that it is indeed a Heraclitean theory. Still, it is a Heraclitean

theory that is introduced to solve a Heraclitean, and not a Protagorean, puzzle. As

we just saw, the puzzle of the dice is a puzzle about change and not a puzzle about

Geach (1969), pp. 71-72. A Cambridge change occurs to an object if a predicate is true of it at
one time but false of it at another. Some have thought the change in the dice might represent a
mere Cambridge change (McDowell (1973), pp. 136-137). But this can’t be quite right because
six are always more than four. It is, perhaps, a further question whether the six dice are always
more than the four dice. It is certainly true, however, that it is never false that the six dice
are more than the four dice. There are a number of complex issues here, among them, Plato’s
different way of understanding number and numbered things. Nonetheless, I think it is safe to
say that distinguishing between change and mere Cambridge change will not provide the solution
to the puzzle that Socrates is presenting. (In addition, one might note that it isn’t obvious that
Cambridge change encompasses all change, as is sometimes said (see, for example, Kim (1974), p.
48). If Plato’s example of the change in the dice qualifies as change (not a trivial question), then
it is a change that is not a Cambridge change. Similarly, one might ask whether the change of
Wittgenstein’s duck-dog from a duck to a dog would count as a Cambridge change.)

T.H. Irwin’s distinction between self-change and aspect-change might be nearer the mark: “x s-
changes [if and only if] at t1 x is F and at time t2 x is not F, and x itself is not in the same condition
at t2 as it was at t1,” and “x a-changes [if and only if] x is F in one aspect, not-F in another, and
x is in the same condition when it is F and when it is not-F (e.g., x is big in comparison with y,
small in comparison with z)” (Irwin (1977), p. 4). However, Irwin’s account of these two sorts of
change is hindered by his use of “same condition” in defining these changes. Mohan Matthen has
a good discussion of this distinction in Matthen (1985) (p. 45).

I will revisit this question later when I give my reading of the puzzle of the dice. But roughly
speaking, Plato is drawing attention to a contrast between things changing in themselves, and our
perception of them changing (either due to (1) a change in their environment, or (2) due to a new
comparison). Geach, on the one hand, notes only the possibility of a change due to real conditions in
the environment (hence the difference in truth conditions). While Irwin and Matthen, on the other
hand, are thinking primarily of a change excited by a new comparison that need not correspond to
a change in the environment (hence, no need for a change in truth conditions).
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the compresence of opposites. So what we have here is Heraclitus’ explanation of

the problem of how things can change without any change in themselves: the things

themselves are change. So, even if one concedes to Burnyeat that the second account

is Heraclitean in essentials, one can disagree that it provides a solution, at least an

obvious solution, to the puzzle of the compresence of opposites. Burnyeat wants to

argue that this theory supports Protagoras’ doctrine. But Protagoras’ doctrine is

not discussed anywhere in this passage. The closest we get to Protagoras’ doctrine in

this second account of perception is the claim that “nothing in itself is one.” But this

is not the same as the thesis that Burnyeat refers to as “P” or “Prot.” (“P” or “Prot”

refer to the appearance doctrine: as things appear so they are for him to whom they

appear.) Now, in the passage to follow Socrates will take up the question of whether

these perceptions are true (157e-160e). In that passage, Socrates obviously takes up

the question of how we are to understand the claim that appearances or perception

are of what is and unerring. For now, however, Socrates appears to have put this

question aside.

Burnyeat is not the only commentator to make a similar argument, and even

if he were, we should ask what is right about Burnyeat’s account. While I have

argued that Burnyeat does not correctly represent Socrates’ arguments, and in par-

ticular that he mistakenly assumes that the personal contributions of Theaetetus,

Protagoras, and Heraclitus should dictate the structure of the argument, I do think

that Burnyeat is right about two more global features of the discussion of Theaete-

tus’ definition. The first is the fact that the theory of perception that is developed

from 151d-160e need not be Plato’s own (Burnyeat and I agree on this point against
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proponents of reading A). The second global feature is that the structure of the

argument against Theaetetus’ definition is that of a reductio. In the next section

I will give my own reading of the two accounts of perception. I will show how we

can maintain these global features of Burnyeat’s reading, and in fact do a better job

defending them, with a different local interpretation.

3.3 Nothing in itself is one

In the introduction to this chapter, I said that Socrates will go through an

account of perception three different times from 153d-160e. I also said that it is

primarily the first two times that the account of perception is developed and that

the third time Socrates claims to apply the same account as earlier. This allowed

us to focus our attention on the passage 153d-157c, and the first two accounts of

perception, as the central passage for the development of the theory of perception.

The passage 153d-160e does divide quite naturally at 157c, and the reasoning

that I gave in the opening paragraph is uncontroversial. But I would like to charac-

terize more fully the shift that happens after 157c. From 153d-157c, it would seem

that Socrates is primarily interested in developing the theory of perception in light

of the way it emerges from the concern that perceptions often appear to conflict.

In light of this phenomenological datum, the theory is to explain how unlike per-

ceptions of the same might both come to be. At the close of 157 (157e), Socrates

turns to consider our intuitions about what sorts of perceptions are true and false.

Here Socrates notes that there are some perceptions that we generally consider to be

false: the perceptions that come to us in dreams, the perceptions of madmen, and

75



the perceptions of the sick. The theory’s explanation of how unlike perceptions of

the same might both come to be threatens our intuitions about the truth conditions

of these perceptions. For the account that Socrates, as a proponent of the theory,

gives for the phenomenology takes away the obvious grounds for arguing that certain

perceptions are false. Again, I think this characterization of the shift that occurs

from 157c-e is uncontroversial.

To this description of the shift at 157c-e, I would like to add an observation

that has not been made. From 153d-157c, the thesis that nothing in itself is one

(NIO) (ãn màn aÎtä kaj> aÍtä oÎdèn âstin) is reiterated at crucial junctures in the

articulation of the first and second account of perception (153e, 157a). Further, NIO

is the paradox behind the puzzle of the dice introduced between the two accounts

of perception. This should not be so surprising, for as I described in the previous

paragraph, the theory of perception from 153d-157c is being developed in light of

conflicting appearances, and if we take appearances at face value they do seem to

show that nothing in itself is one.26 After 157c, NIO does not recur again. But

from 157e-160d we do find the repeated invocation of another principle that was

absent in the discussion from 153d-157c: appearance (or perception) is of what is

and unerring. Socrates invokes this principle a number of times (158a, 158e, 160a,

160c, 160d).27 From these fairly mundane observations about the text, it seems

26One must be careful not to assume that the claim that opposing qualities might be compresent
is the same as NIO: NIO is broader and might also encompass claims like nothing in itself is any
one thing: not, in itself, a stick, a stone, or a man (more on this later).

27The principle appears in a number of different forms. It is articulated as a thesis about percep-
tion, appearance, belief, judgement and thought, and it is a thesis about how these different forms
of awareness are about what is, what is at a time, and what is at a time for a man. Despite the
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reasonable to hypothesize that Socrates’ development of the theory at 153d-157c is

associated with the claim that nothing in itself is one, and that the development of

the theory from 157e-160d is associated with the claim that perception is of what is

and unerring.

NIO, we might recall from the previous chapter, was a thesis that Protagoras

and Heraclitus agreed upon. I argued that when Socrates introduces Protagoras’

doctrine and the theory of Heraclitus (and friends), Socrates shows that they both

come to agree with the thesis that nothing in itself is one. Protagoras is motivated

to accept this thesis because it emerges from his commitment to the thesis that

all appearances, even unlike appearances of the same, are of what is and unerring,

while Heraclitus (and friends) are motivated to accept this thesis because they think

everything is in motion. In the development of the theory, we might expect both

these Protagorean and Heraclitean considerations to be at play; but we should not

expect there to be any direct entailment from one to the other (as proponents of

reading B argue). Rather, we should understand that the point of agreement between

these two camps is in their mutual willingness to argue against Parmenides: they

are both fighting for the claim that nothing in itself is one. In the first account, we

see Heraclitus and Protagoras come together behind a comparatively conservative

version of NIO: nothing in itself is one sort. In the second account, we see Heraclitus

and Protagoras come together behind a more radical version of NIO: nothing in itself

is one thing.28

shape shifting, each time it is recognizable.
28If nothing in itself is one sort, one cannot give a correct answer to questions like these: what is

77



Let’s turn now to take a closer look at the first account of perception.

3.3.1 First account

The first account of perception makes two claims: (1) white color is not in

anything, and (2) white color is generated in-between the perceiver and perceived.

I will argue that both of these claims are used to show that nothing in itself is one

sort of thing (NIOS), but that, despite this agreement, there is an underlying tension

between the two claims.

Socrates introduces (1) in the following passage:

First, in the case of the eyes, what you call light color is not itself in

something else,29 either outside of your eyes, or in your eyes. You must

not assign color to some one thing. For clearly, I presume, it would then

be in place (ân t�xei) and resting and would not be in motion becoming.

(153d8-e2)

it like? If nothing in itself is one thing, one cannot give a correct answer to the question: what is
it?

29I have translated “εἶναι αὐτὸ ἑτερόν τι” as “is not itself in something else”—this is not a very
accurate translation for “something else” is not in the dative. Others have translated it as “is...itself
a distinct entity” (Levett), and “being some distinct thing” (McDowell). These translations also
stretch the Greek, for both translate “ἕτερόν” (which means “different” or “other”) as “distinct.” A
literal translation might be, “itself to be something different”—but this would sound very strange
in English. Perhaps the sense might be similar to Bishop Butler’s phrase, “everything is what it is
and not another thing.” The idea would be, don’t call the stone white, or the wind cold, for this
would be to say that the white is something other than itself. The reasoning to support such a claim
is, however, a bit opaque and seems to rest on a confusion between predication and identification.
I don’t think Plato would make such a mistake. I suspect that Plato is making a play on words:
Heraclitus might seem to require that nothing be other than itself in order to support the thesis
that nothing in itself is one.
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In this passage, Socrates says that one should not describe white color (or, perhaps

more accurately, light color) as being in either ordinary objects (like a stick), or

in the eye itself.30 Socrates supports the claim that color is not in anything, by

observing that if color was in something, it would be remaining still and not in

motion becoming. The claim then, that color is not in a thing, appears to be in

accord with the Heraclitean view that all is flux.

But we should be cautious. One might be tempted to think that the Her-

aclitean theory of flux entails the thesis that perceptual properties are not in one

thing. There are two problems with this line of thought. First, it is not clear that

the Heraclitean theory is committed to the existence of these properties.31 Second,

30The implication of Socrates’ statement is that one might want to say that the white color is
in the eye. That anyone would want to say this might strike the contemporary reader as peculiar
(afterall, this is one of the closeted claims that, when exposed, was the downfall of the sense datum
theory). There are two things that might have made it sound less strange to a contemporary of
Plato than to us. The first is a background belief in an “atomist” theory of perception according
to which the perception of color indicates the presence of small colored things in the eye (which
were sloughed off from the perceived object). Second (and relatedly), Plato’s contemporaries would
not have made a clear divide between what we would call “phenomenal properties” and “physical
properties.” Seeing white was a sign that there was white in one’s eyes (where this whiteness was
at once a phenomenal and physical property of the eye). Timaeus’ comments about the nature of
dreams in the Timaeus, for example, describe dreams as the presence of fire (light) inside the eye
that fails to be extinguished when one closes ones’ lids (45e-46a). I’ve found Stephen Everson’s
discussion of sensible properties very useful for understanding the difference between our Cartesian
(or post-Cartesian) conception of sensible qualities and the ancient conception (Everson (1997),
chapter 3, pp. 103 ff.); see also Burnyeat (1982).

31Not unrelated to this first problem is the problematic use of the term “property.” The use of
the word, and more generally, the assumption that Socrates is speaking of ontologically distinct
things called “properties,” is infelicitous for a couple of reasons. First, Plato will have Socrates
coin the word that becomes our “property” but not until later in the Theaetetus (182a). Second,
because speaking of “propeties” seems to require a separation of properties and objects that is not
consistently maintained throughout this passage of the Theaetetus. In the first account, I think it
is fair to say that the properties are being separated from objects. In the second account, however,
when we come to assume that the properties belong in the eye and the perceived, we meet trouble.
The reason is that the way color, for example, and the eye or the stone mingle is not what we would
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if they are committed to the existence of these properties, it is still not clear that

they are committed to the following conditional: if the property is in something,

then it isn’t in flux. For, perhaps the flux of the properties consists not in their own

independent motion, but in the motion of the objects in which they inhere. (That

is, for example, the wetness remains in the river and so does not move relative to the

river, but the river itself is in flux, so that the wetness too is in motion.)

Nonetheless, it is clear that Socrates seems to be trying to draw out a natural

harmony between the idea that the properties do not belong in something, and so

are in motion relative to these objects, and the Heraclitean theory that all things

move. Socrates uses the phrase “in position” (ân t�xei) to describe what it is that the

colors cannot be said to have. The first meaning of t�xic is military arrangement.32

To say that a man is “in position” is to say that he is at his post or place in the

line of battle (and not necessarily to say that he is still).33 The second meaning of

t�xic encompasses a broader sense of arrangement or order.34 The significance of

this observation is that to have “position” or be “in position” is not necessarily to

be absolutely still, but to be in place, ordered, or still, relative to an arrangement

or larger group. In other words, it is possible to consistently hold that something is

in position and that it moves. So, when Socrates claims that the white cannot be

“in position” in addition to claiming that it cannot be still, he radicalizes the notion

naturally think of as the mingling of property and object. Instead, the property and object really
are one thing together, so that it would be incorrect to speak of the “stone that is white” and more
correct to speak of a “white stone”. The key in this account, is to recognize that if the white stone
changes to a grey stone, it has become an entirely new thing (it is not simply a new color).

32LSJ (1996), defn. A, I.
33Ibid., A I, 5.
34Ibid., A, II.
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of flux. He does this by blurring the distinction between remaining still and being

in position (ân t�xei kaÈ mènon), so that to be in flux is not simply to be moving,

but to be moving relative to all larger arrangements (which may also be moving).

While at first glance the claim that colors are not in a thing, that is, that colors

are not in position in a larger arrangement, might seem to follow from the theory

of flux, the claim is actually a radicalization of the flux theory. The introduction of

the theory of perception thus begins with the radicalization of the theory of flux and

this is embodied in the first claim: color does not have position (call this “NP,” for

no position).

An important corollary of NP is this: we should not predicate perceived

properties of perceived objects. (At least, that is, if predicating a perceptual property

of an object is to say that the perceptual property is in position in the object.) For

example, although the stone looks white, the wind feels cool and the wine tastes

bitter we should not say that the stone is white, that the wind is cool, or that the

wine is bitter. In general, nothing in itself is any one sort (NIOS).

Socrates now introduces the second claim:

Let’s follow the recent account, setting down that nothing in itself is one,

so that for us, the black and the white, and whatsoever other colors there

are, will be shown to have come into being from the meeting (prosbol¨c)

of the eyes and the motion befitting them.35 What we say each color is

35The meanings of “προσβολή” include application (as in the use of touchstone that takes the
measure), meeting (as in the meeting of lips in a kiss), assault or attack (as in the way a soldier
might attack his enemy), in addition to the meeting of a sound (for example) with the ear. I
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will be neither that which meets nor that which is met, but something

private to each which is come to be between them. (153e4-154a)

This passage explains the origin of color: color is generated in-between and is the

product of the mingling of the sense organ and some motion. Call the thesis that

white is generated in-between from the interaction of the eye and some motion, “GB”

(for generated in-between).

Note that Socrates begins by saying that they will “follow (ápìmeja) the recent

account.” What precisely does this mean? One possibility is that it means that NIO

entails GB. But it’s not at all clear how this would be a fair inference. For, first, NIO

doesn’t entail that there are properties. And, second, if one allows that there are

properties, it isn’t clear that saying that a property is “not in itself one” means that it

must be generated (perhaps there are eternal things that are not in themselves one).

(The converse, that GB entails NIO, in fact seems more likely—more on this below.)

The argument for GB must come from some other quarter, while the explanation for

the relation between GB and NIO has yet to be explained.

Indeed, Socrates will support GB in the lines to follow. He continues with

a rhetorical question: “Or would you affirm confidently that every color appears

to a dog, or to any other animal, the same as it appears to you?”(154a). The

think all the meanings are apt here: the eye and the motion are “measuring” one another (per the
Protagorean phrase), there is an intimacy to the interaction that is like a kiss (thus leading to each
man’s perceptions being his own private things), and finally there is a touch of violence in the way
the eye is struck and is vulnerable to whatever motions should come upon it: the eye we might
imagine is the passive or submissive partner (LSJ (1996): defns. A, I, 1 (touchstone and kiss or
embrace), A, II, 1 (attack), A, II, 3 (meeting of a sound and ear).)
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question is rhetorical, for Theaetetus has already acknowledged the possibility of

conflicting appearances on more than one occasion (152b, 152d). The suggestion

behind Socrates’ question is that the theory he has just articulated rests on the

phenomenological data that appearances conflict.

How might this argument from conflicting appearances to GB go? First, one

observes that two people can have different perceptions when an object is in front of

them. Second, one argues that the object they are looking at really is the same (or

remains the same). Third, one concludes that the perception must be of something

other than the object in front of them. There are a couple of differences between

Socrates’ argument and a similar sort of argument that has been given in recent

years by sense datum theorists. Socrates’ argument here has limited scope. Socrates

is talking about the perception of color, and, probably, perceptual properties more

generally. But he is not talking about the perception of perceptual objects (the

stone, the man, etc.). The sense datum theorists do not limit scope in this way. In

addition, Socrates maintains that the color cannot be something “inside the eye.”

Socrates does not give an argument for this immediately, though in the passage to

follow it is clear that he imagines a parallel argument like this: one observes that

two objects lead to different perceptions even when the same eye beholds them; then

one argues that the eye really is the same, finally, one concludes that the perception

must be of something that is not in the eye. Socrates suggests, on behalf of those

who maintain that appearances conflict (and Protagoras is among these), that colors

are not only generated from the interaction of the eye and the motion but must

be (physically) between the eye and the motion. The sense datum theorists, on the
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other hand, often argue that what is perceived is private and internal to the perceiver,

rather than in-between the perceiver and the perceived.

In one light, this argument might seem to rest on the claim that perception is

of what is and unerring (PIU). After all, couldn’t one argue that when perceptions

conflict some are true and some are false, and, while the true ones correspond to a

perception of what is, the false ones do not correspond to what is. Therefore, one

might conclude, the solution Socrates presents here (GB) rests on the claim that

both perceptions are true, and Socrates must be invoking PIU here. (Note that it

is necessary for Burnyeat and other proponents of reading B to make some such

argument, for they are trying to align this account with Protagoras’ doctrine. Of

course, they will also have to ignore entirely the harmony between Heraclitus’ theory

and the first claim (NP) in this account.) The problem with this argument is that

it conflates the problem of explaining the truth conditions of perception, with the

problem of explaining the phenomenology of perception. Whether a perception is

true or false, a theory of perception will need to explain the phenomenology. And,

importantly, the account given here is simply an explanation of the phenomenol-

ogy.36 It is simply Protagoras’ acknowledgment of the experience of perception (that

is, the phenomenology), together with his observation that these experiences some-

times conflict, that leads Socrates to posit, on behalf of Protagoras, that colors are

generated in-between the eye and the motion that impinges upon it.

36Socrates does not once use the words “true” (ἀληθής), “unerring” (ἀψευδής), “false” (ψευδής)
(or their cognates) throughout the discussion of the theory of perception (153d-157c). Once he turns
to a discussion of PIU (157e-160e), Socrates will reintroduce the notion of true or false perceptions
and start to use these words again.
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We can now return to the question of how GB is related to NIO. If the

second claim (GB, color is generated in-between) is true, then it means that a stick,

for example, is not white in itself. More generally, nothing in itself is any one

sort because “sortness” is not generated until there is an interaction between the

thing and a sense organ. The stone by itself is not white, the wind by itself is not

warm, the wine by itself is not bitter. GB, and the argument for GB, gives us the

Protagorean account for why it is that nothing in itself is any one sort of thing: based

on the phenomenology of conflicting perceptions, one is brought to conclude that the

properties are generated in-between a perceiving organ and that which meets them,

and that, therefore, there could be nothing that is in itself any one sort (NIOS).

Socrates places the claim that nothing in itself is one between the first and

second claims in this account (153e4-5). We can now understand that this thesis is

placed there not simply to show us the motivation for the second claim (as it seems at

first glance), but as a way of understanding what brings the two claims (NP and GB)

together. The Heraclitean claim, that color does not belong in position (NP), and

the Protagorean claim, that color is generated in-between two places (GB), come

together because each is a sufficient condition for the claim that nothing in itself

is one sort. Heracliteans agree with NIOS because saying that something is of a

particular sort will require that this “sortness” is in position within the thing: for

example, to say that the stone is a white sort, means that the white must remain

in position in the stone. Protagoreans agree with NIOS because they would like

to believe that sortness is generated from the interaction of the sense organ with a

motion, so that the same thing is perceived in unlike ways.

85



We should observe that NIOS is ambiguous between two interpretations:

NIOS′: Nothing in itself is just one sort.

and

NIOS′′: Nothing in itself is even one sort.

NIOS′ is, at least at first glance, more paradoxical than NIOS′′, for NIOS′ appears to

fly in the face of the law of non-contradiction. (For example, the stone would be both

white and not white.) However, both NP and GB propose solutions to the puzzle

of conflicting appearances that sidestep the most paradoxical conclusions one might

draw from conflicting appearances: that a stone might be both hot and cold at the

same time, that the wine might be both bitter and sweet, that the wind might be

both cold and not cold. In other words, both NP and GB entail NIOS′′, not NIOS′.

Both NP and GB cushion the more paradoxical interpretations of NIOS, by arguing

that the stone, the wine, the wind, etc., are not even one sort in themselves. (One

might observe, however, that NIOS′′ might create tension with a different logical law:

the law of the excluded middle.)

While both NP and GB are shown to entail NIOS′′ (the less paradoxical

version of NIOS) we should ask how deep the compatibility between NP and GB

is. Or, to approach the discussion from another angle, we need to ask whether the

distinct motivations for NP and GB can really be reconciled into a single account of

perception, or whether the distinct motivations for NIOS′′ undermine the superficial

agreement.
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We might begin by observing that both the Heracliteans and the Protagoreans

agree with NIOS′′ because they agree that white, for example, is neither in the eye

or in the stone. But it is one thing to say NIOS′′ because color moves between the

eye and the stone, and another thing to say that it is because color is generated by

the interaction of the eye and a motion.

Many commentators have noticed a similar tension between Protagoras and

Heraclitus. However it is less commonly recognized how fully developed this tension

is within the very first account of perception. In part this is because many have

incorrectly associated the first account strictly with Protagoras and given a “rela-

tional reading” of the first account.37 Let me say a little more about this “relational

reading.”

According to this reading, Socrates introduces relations in the first account of

perception because relations provide a metaphysical model of properties that solves

the problem of conflicting appearances. In fact, the introduction of the puzzle of

the dice, which follows this passage, is often read as a confirmation of this way of

understanding the first theory of perception. However, this relational reading of the

first account of perception has three problems. The first problem is that, as this

relational reading is normally developed, one must ignore the Heraclitean influence

on the first account. Let me say a bit about this problem before developing two

additional problems.

37The following commentators take the first account to have a relational/Protagorean component:
Campbell (1883), p. 48 note 1; Cornford (1935), pp. 43-45 and 282-283; McDowell (1973), p. 131,
but see pp. 132-133 and remarks below; Burnyeat (1990), p. 13.
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A number of commentators have suggested that the first account of perception

gives us a relational account of perception. It would seem to follow (and indeed, for

many commentators, it does) that the first account of perception must be understood

as Protagorean. Two commentators, McDowell and Bostock, have discussed some

reservations about a relational reading of the first account of perception. McDowell

thinks that describing perceptual properties as relations is not the whole point or

even the main point because he thinks the relational reading does not account for

the radical instability of perceptual qualifications.38 McDowell goes on to suggest

that Plato’s larger aim is to explain the “rejection of ‘be’ in favour of ‘come to be’”

(and this rejection is a part of the Heraclitean secret doctrine) (152d-e).39 Bostock

is also concerned that the relational interpretation does not make sense of the need

for the secret doctrine: “What appears to be the case so far, then, is that Socrates

has begun by stressing the relational nature of perception, has introduced the secret

doctrine as if promised an explanation of this, and in our present passage is trying

to indicate how it explains this. But the indication is thoroughly confusing.”40 Both

McDowell and Bostock think that the relational reading will shortchange the way the

first account of perception is in accord with the theory of flux. In McDowell’s case,

he thinks that Plato unifies the Protagorean and Heraclitean concerns by suggesting

38McDowell (1973), p. 131.
39Ibid., 131.
40Bostock (1988), p. 61. Bostock has a rather lengthy discussion of this problem (Ibid., pp.

44-61). Bostock does not know how to reconcile the claim that perceptual properties are relations,
with the secret doctrine, which seems to say that perceptual properties are “radically unstable”
(that is, that they are in flux). I am ignoring some of the details of Bostock’s interpretation of the
secret doctrine here. He has a peculiar take according to which it is possible that the point of the
secret doctrine is that perceptions are events (p. 61).
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a change in the way we talk about predication: we should no longer use ‘be’ but

‘comes to be.’ In Bostock’s case, he is not sure that Plato can successfully unify the

concerns of Protagoras (that unlike perceptions of the same might be true) and the

concerns of Heraclitus (that the things we perceive change). In short, both McDowell

and Bostock think that relations can’t explain the central role of motion or becoming

in the first account of perception.

McDowell’s and Bostock’s criticisms, however, fall within a skewed dialectical

framework. Generally speaking, relativism is associated with Protagoras while flux

is associated with Heraclitus. In this context, McDowell and Bostock are right to

observe that a relational reading would shortchange Heraclitus while playing homage

to Protagoras. But, the problem is not that relations cannot be motions (for motion

can be understood as a relation between distance and time41); the problem is that

Protagorean relations and Heraclitean flux are different sorts of relations. Contrary

to the common way of thinking about Protagoras and Heraclitus, both are relativists;

but they are relativists of a fundamentally different sort. Roughly speaking, Protag-

oras thinks that sortness comes about because of a relation between an object and

a man, while Heraclitus thinks that all things (including the position of a property)

are functions of (that is, depend upon or are relations to) time. The example of the

dice, far from providing us a model that unifies the concerns of Protagoras and Her-

aclitus, gives us another example that can illustrate each man’s different concerns.

Where Protagoras sees the six dice and observes how, just as in the case of the wind,

different appearances can be of what is, Heraclitus sees the six dice and observes that

41Cf. Timaeus 37d.
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even the six dice are in motion, becoming more at one moment and less at another.

But, even if one were to revise the standard relational reading by allowing

for the Heraclitean influence, there would remain three problems: how do relations

capture NP “all the way down,” and how do relations capture GB. Let me address

these problems in order. Before I begin, let me reiterate the dialectic. Proponents of

the relational reading argue that the first account is Protagorean (not Heraclitean).

McDowell, Bostock, and I have shown that a problem with the standard relation

reading, is that the first account is not simply Protagorean but has Heraclitean

elements. At this point, one could dismiss the relational reading. However, one

might think that the relational reading can be revised to allow for this Heraclitean

influence. Afterall, motion is a relation. In what follows, I try to address why

even a revised relational reading which accounts, in some sense, for the Heraclitean

influence, falls short.

The first problem is that NP describes a particular thing that never can be in

any sort of position, but if white is a relation then white has position. The disorder

that is implied by the thesis that white has no position cannot be captured by a

relation. In the earlier discussion of NP, I pointed out that saying that something

does not have position is a radicalization of the thesis that something does not move.

The Greek word translated as “position” is t�xic. In a marching army, the man in

the middle holds his position although he moves. Relations, like men in military

arrangements, are positioned between things. The thesis NP says that colors do not

stay in position. Unlike relations or men who hold their line in battle, color flies out

of position. The problem is not simply that relations are one level too abstract, but
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that relations put white into position, while Heraclitus insists that color is not and,

presumably, will not ever belong in any position.42 To describe white as a relation

anticipates a way of putting color in its place, but this is inimical to the Heraclitean

account.

Let’s turn to the next problem with taking relations as a model for color;

this problem emerges when we try to understand how relations capture GB. While

relations supervene on the relata, it is a stretch to say that they are generated from

the relata. White cannot be a relation for the same reason that a child is not a

relation between her mother and father (the white is described as the offspring of

the motion and the eye). A child is a thing, not a relation. That is to say, a child is,

if one will excuse the post-Aristotelianism, more substantive than a mere relation.

Moreover, a child is a private creation (Òdioc) between two individuals, a relation

that cannot be shared or recreated. In the same way, according to GB, white is a

private creation of the meeting of the eye and a motion, and it cannot be shared

(with another perceiver) or recreated.

The gist of these two problems is this: the description of colors in this passage

is more “physical” than the relational reading can account for. Socrates describes

the generation of colors that results from a particular physical interaction—one,

which Socrates hints throughout, is like sexual intercourse. We might be tempted to

think that Plato uses the model of sexual relations metaphorically: his real target

is an abstract relation. This would be a mistake: sexual relations and generation

42These remarks anticipate Socrates’ eventual objection to the Heraclitean theory (182c-3).
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capture the intrinsic “unorderedness” and private nature of color, while abstract

(metaphysical?) relations would capture neither of these essential Heraclitean and

Protagorean features. So, it’s not simply that the relational reading doesn’t fit with

the physical description of motion, bodily interaction, and generation that is in the

passage, but that the relational reading simply fails to capture the features essential

to the Heraclitean and Protagorean account of color.43 To be sure, Plato will go on

to give the dice example, inviting the comparison between this new understanding of

perceptual properties and more ascetic metaphysical relations like the more and the

less—but we should not be too hasty in drawing a moral from this comparison.44

Is this a good account of perception? Not obviously. In fact, I think there are

two problems that might keep it from being even an adequate account of perception,

much less a good one. The first problem is that the act of perception has been reduced

to a generation of perceptual properties; but there is no account for the awareness of

43Is Socrates giving a metaphysical or a physical theory of perception? Burnyeat, in his intro-
duction to the Levett translation, delineates the two views (Burnyeat (1990), pp. 16-17). I think
the theory given here might best be understood as a schema for a physical theory (perhaps this
would make it a metaphysical reading for Burnyeat). The physical theory given in the Timaeus
might be contrived to fill in the account given in the Theaetetus, but there are a number of awkward
points. For example the discussion of sun, fire, and light is absent in the account of perception in
the Theaetetus, but central to the discussion in the Timaeus. I am inclined to understand them as
separate accounts, neither of which Plato was committed to, but both of which he entertained (see,
Tim. 45b-46c, 67c-68d). The likeness of the account of perception in the Theaetetus to that in the
Timaeus is an important question for those who are interested in determining the relative dates of
composition of these two dialogues. See Owen (1953), Cherniss (1957).

44Since the relational account comes from applying the example of the six dice to the current
account, it might be helpful to note that there might be a difference between Plato’ understanding
of λόγος, and our understanding of relation (specifically, ratio). Numbers, for Plato, are always
numbers of things; in the same way, we should keep in mind that when a λόγος emerges from
the comparison of the six dice with the four dice it is a λόγος of those numbered things. Our
contemporary understanding of ratios is less intimately tied to particular objects.
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these perceptual properties. The creation of the perceptual properties is a necessary

but not sufficient condition for perception. (Note, for example, that many theories

of perception begin with the assumption that there are properties in things, and

most of the work of the theory is in explaining how we see them. This account

ends precisely where most accounts begin, with the creation of the properties.) The

theory needs to give us an account of how the eye sees these properties, not just

how they come about. One might respond that the creation of the properties is the

actualization of the perception. I don’t think this response will do. For how would

one explain the difference between the “white” that is created between the eye and

the stone and which is perceived, and any other number of things that are created by

the interaction between the eye and motions which are not perceived. For example,

for example, although the wind (a motion) hits my eye and creates water which is

between my eye and the motion which hit it I still don’t see watery wind, but the

theory says that when a motion hits my eye and creates white which is between

my eye and the motion which hit it I see a white stone. What is the difference

between these cases? The theory doesn’t say. It seems that one would need to build

“perceivability,” or more specifically, visibility into the description of the white in

order to differentiate these cases.45

A second reason why the account is underdeveloped, is that even if it does

get Theaetetus closer to understanding how one perceives and has knowledge of

perceptual properties, it doesn’t explain how one perceives wind, stones, men and

45In fact, Socrates does something like this when he talks about the fitting (προσήκουσαν) motions
hitting the sense organs (153e).
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wine. The things that we seem to perceive and which Theaetetus might claim to have

knowledge of are completely beyond the reach of perception. One might respond to

this objection by saying that it is the sum of the perceived properties, which taken

together, lead to the perception of the stone. For example, one perceives whiteness,

roundness, smoothness, hardness, etc., and as a whole this leads to the perception

of the stone. There are two responses to this response, the first empirical the second

a priori. First, there have been studies that have shown that one first perceives

thingness and only secondarily perceives sensible properties like color. For example,

if one is shown a flash card with a red dog for a brief moment, one will be able to

identify that there was a picture of a dog on the card, but not that the dog was red.

Second, one might ask, as Socrates will of Theaetetus later in the dialogue, what it

is that perceives or brings together these distinct perceptions into a one, a whole,

something that is the same as itself and different from other things (184b-186e). How

is it that these distinct perceptions don’t rattle around in the soul like men inside a

wooden horse?

Let me sum up the first account of perception and the questions that it raises

before turning to the transition. The first account of perception makes two claims

about the nature of perceptual properties. The first claim is that the perceptual

properties do not belong in any one position either outside or inside the sense organ,

for they are in motion. The second claim is that the perceptual properties are

generated in the private interaction between the sense organ and some motion that

meets it. Many have suggested that the first account of perception proposes that

perceptual properties are relations: I pointed to some problems with this reading. I
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suggested that we might accept a modified “physical relations” reading of the account

of perception, but that this model should not obscure the two points about which

Socrates is most clear: the perceptual properties are not in any one position, and

they are generated by a private interaction between a motion and the sense organ.

3.4 Six Dice are More than Four Dice

After giving the first account of perception, Socrates stops to consider the

alternative: what if size, warmth, and whiteness, etc., really do belong to either (or

to both) the things that one perceives (call these the “perceived”) and that in one

that does the perceiving (call this the “perceiver”) (154b1-6).46 If we suppose that

perceptual properties belong to the perceived and/or to that in one that perceives,

then the perceived and the perceiver must become different simply by being near

something else. But it seems untenable that something could become different sim-

ply because something else has come into its neighborhood. The implicit conclusion

seems to be that, as the first account maintained, color and other perceptual prop-

erties must not belong to either the object or the sense organ, but be in neither and

46The first half of this hypothesis is easy to understand: we are simply considering that the
white is in the stone, for example. But the second half of this hypothesis, that size, warmth and
whiteness belong to that in one that perceives is a bit peculiar. Socrates literally supposes that
size, warmth and whiteness belong to “what is measuring or touching.” What is he referring to?
Is it the sense organ? Is it the soul? Is it the man? I think that Plato has Socrates use this
phrase “what is measuring or touching” because Socrates and Theaetetus might disagree about
the referent. In this passage, Socrates is not expounding the theory of perception, but instead
considering with Theaetetus his own possible belief that the size, warmth, and whiteness really
belong to the object perceived and that (in one?) that perceives (whatever it should be). So he
must use this ambiguous phrase. I will use “perceiver”. But when Socrates takes up the mantle of
the proponent of the theory he will talk about the “eye” and the “ear” as being that in one that
measures.
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be generated in-between.

Socrates then says that if they continue to maintain the view that size,

warmth, and whiteness really belong to the perceiver and perceived, they would

necessarily end up saying “astonishing (jaumast�) and ludicrous (geloØa)” things,

as Protagoras would make clear to them. Theaetetus then asks Socrates to give a

further example.

Socrates turns to the example of the dice as an example of the “astonish-

ing and ludicrous things” that follow from the ordinary conception that perceptual

properties are in the perceived and perceiver. What, precisely, is “astonishing and

ludicrous” about what one is forced to say when confronting this example? A number

of commentators take it that one is forced to say that the six dice are both more and

less: that is, one is forced to accept the paradox that opposites are compresent.47

I will argue that a more careful reading shows that Socrates is introducing a new

paradox about change: sometimes it seems that a thing can become what it was not

before without any change in itself. After a lengthy investigation of this paradox,

Socrates introduces the second account of perception as the explanation of “why

these sorts of things are, in accordance with the theory which we say Protagoras

gives” (155d).

There are two ways Protagoras’ theory might help to explain the paradox.

First, one might use the theory to show that one of the hypotheses that the paradox

rests on is false. Second, the theory might help one show that the paradox is not,

47Burnyeat does this, as I say above. See also Matthen (1985), pp. 43 ff.

96



in fact, a paradox, or, at least, that it is less paradoxical than it at first seems. In

commentators’ readings of the second account of perception, which we will turn to in

the next chapter, the possibility that Socrates, as Protagoras’ advocate, is pursuing

the second approach is usually ignored.48 In particular, every commentator that I

am aware of writes that the second account of perception, like the first account of

perception, rejects the hypothesis that perceptual properties are in the perceiver and

perceived.

I believe that this is a mistake. In the next chapter, we will see that the

second account of perception, like the puzzle of the dice, follows from the naive

conception that perceptual properties really belong to the objects we perceive. The

point of this account is not to reject the hypothesis that perceptual properties are

in the perceived, it is to make sense of the astonishing and ridiculous things this

hypothesis leads one to say. In other words, the point of the second account is to

make the paradox of change less paradoxical.

A preview of the second account of perception, will help us understand the

puzzle of the dice. The second account of perception makes the paradox of change

less paradoxical (if it is successful) by positing that everything is motion. It is worth

emphasizing a contrast between the claim that everything moves, and the claim that

everything is motion. The account begins, not by saying that everything moves

(p�nta kineØtai), but by saying that everything is motion (tä p�n kÐnhsic ªn) (156a).

What might this mean? Heraclitus used two images that might help us understand

48Though see Johansen (2002), pp. 107 ff. in ?.
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what it means to say that everything is motion. About the river, Heraclitus is

reported to have said three different things. Here are Jonathan Barnes’ translations

of the three river fragments49:

On those who step into the same rivers, different and different waters

flow (DK B 12).

We both step and do not step into the same rivers; we both are and are

not (DK B 49a).

It is not possible to step into the same river twice (DK B 91).

Although each suggests a different thesis, all three give us reason to think that

Heraclitus might have thought that the relation between remaining the same and

remaining still was not as etched in stone as some might have thought. In fact, he

observes that, the river remains the same while “different and different waters flow.”

It’s not clear what one is supposed to conclude from this observation about the river.

In fact, there seem to be two incompatible paths: either we are deceived in thinking

it is the same river (“it is not possible to step into the same river twice”), or we are

mistaken to think that things only remain the same by not becoming different (“on

those who step into the same rivers, different and different waters flow”). A further

fragment, this about Barley drinks, suggests that Heraclitus might have been more

likely to believe the latter:

The barley drink disintegrates if it is not stirred (B 125).50

49Barnes (1982), p. 57. Not all three fragments are universally accepted as Heraclitus’. In fact,
some would argue that none of them are genuine.

50Translated by Barnes, Barnes (1982).
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The point here is that motion is necessary for the barley drink to remain the same. If

the barley drink is not stirred it disintegrates. If we put the river fragments together

with the barley drink fragment, we might hypothesize that Heraclitus thought that

motion is a necessary condition for identity—at least of some things. But Socrates

suggests that Heraclitus thought, not just that some things’ nature is motion, but

that all things are motion. The river and the barley drink are representative of the

nature of all things: just as the stirring is a necessary feature of the barley drink,

so motion is a necessary condition for all things.51 Heraclitus’ examples of the river

and the barley drink show that, contrary to what we might have thought, we are

familiar with things that move while remaining the same. Socrates’ example of the

dice is similar to the barley drink: what makes dice dice is the fact that they are

thrown. The six dice become four dice while remaining the same dice, just as the

barley drinks while stirred remains the same.52

Once we embrace the fact that it is possible for the six dice to change while

remaining the same, we have embraced the astonishing and ludicrous things that

follow from the naive conception that more belongs to the six dice. More generally,

Socrates is exploring how one might revoke the first account of perception, which

evicts the perceptual properties from the perceived things, and put the properties

51See Colvin (2007) (pp. 759-760) for a recent discussion of both the river and the barley cocktail
fragment. The whole of the article is also quite relevant for the discussion of how we are to
understand Heraclitus in the Theaetetus. I agree with his reading of the two Heraclitean fragments:
he describes flux as underwriting sameness. But I disagree with his main thesis of the paper, which
is that Plato does not present flux as “half of a paradoxical unity of opposites”. In fact, as I am
arguing above, it is precisely in this passage that Plato is presenting flux as the principle that might
explain the unity of things that become different without changing.

52For a note about the relation between Socrates’ use of change here and Geach’s Cambridge
change and Irwin’s aspect change see footnote 25.
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back into the objects we see, hear and feel. Once again the wind itself is warm, the

wine bitter, the stone heavy. But once these properties are back inside the things

we perceive, the things themselves are set in motion: like the river, barley drink,

and dice, all things must always be in motion while remaining the same. All the

colors, sounds, tastes, and feels that these objects gave birth to in their interaction

with the sense organs must be internalized: where in the first account we were

inclined to compare the properties to relations and lìgoi, we should now be inclined

to compare the properties to potentials and activities (dun�meic) within the object

itself. For example, the rock is a collection of dun�meic: it can set up a seeing (a

motion) inside an eye, it can be made white by a perceiver, it can make the feather

seem light, and it can be made to look small by a mountain. Objects simply are

collections of the ways they affect and are affected. By describing everything as a

motion, understood not only as physical movement but as the ability to affect and

be affected by one’s environment, one can make sense of how something can become

different while remaining the same: if each thing is a collection of these dun�meic,

then it is precisely by changing and being changed that it remains itself.

On my reading, the second account begins with the assumption that the

conclusion of the first account is wrong. How is this? The first account begins with

the observation that two men with conflicting perceptions might be looking at the

same object; this leads to the thesis that the perceptual properties must not belong

in the perceived object. The second account begins with a different observation,

that one man might see the very same object become different without it being

externally changed. In addition, the second account begins with the hypothesis that
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perceptual properties belong in the perceived object. This observation, combined

with the hypothesis that the properties are in the perceived, leads to the doctrine

that the perceived object must itself be changing (or be a change). The result is that

the two accounts are at odds: the first account results in a theory according to which

the perceptual properties do not belong to the objects we perceive nor the sense

organs that perceive them, while the second account begins with the assumption

that they do, and tries to make this less paradoxical.

Further, on this reading, the two accounts set different things in motion (and

understand motion in different ways) because of different ways of thinking about how

different properties come to be predicated of the same thing. In the first account, the

perceptual properties move between the perceiver and perceived in order to avoid the

conflict of opposing properties being compresent in the same thing at the same time,

while in the second account, the eye (or other sense organ) and the object perceived,

are themselves changes and this explains how things might become different while

remaining the same.

Which theory of perception is better? Is it the first, which sets properties in

motion in order to avoid the compresence of opposites? Or, is it the second, which

sets things in motion in order to explain the paradox that things can change while

remaining the same? I think Socrates is having us consider not horns of a dilemma—

either the perceptual properties are motions (understood as relations) or the objects

themselves are motions (understood as changes)—but shifts in perspective—from

one perspective and from one paradox it seems that the properties must move, from

another perspective and another paradox it is the objects that move. In fact, the
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transition between the two accounts is a way for Socrates to train Theaetetus, and

for Plato to train the reader, to be able to perceive both perspectives, both sets of

problems, and both motions. In the next chapter, therefore, we will begin with a

close reading of the puzzle of the dice and the “constancy theses” which Socrates

pairs with them, before turning to the second account of perception.
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Chapter 4

Perception II: Paradox of Change

4.1 Six Dice are Fewer than Twelve Dice

Socrates says that if we begin with the assumption that size, warmth and

whiteness really belong to the objects we measure ourselves against, then we would

be forced into saying the most ridiculous things. To begin the example, he says the

following:

Suppose there are six dice, and you put four next to them, we say they

are more than the four, one and a half as many, but on the other hand,

if we put twelve next to them, we say they are fewer and half as many;

to speak otherwise is not tolerable. (154c1-5)

Here, as in the previous example of the wind feeling cold to one man and warm to

another (152b), it seems that Socrates will point out that if we think that size really

belongs to the six dice then we will be forced to say something paradoxical: the six

dice are both more and less. Socrates follows up this example, however, with the

following question: “Theaetetus, can it be that something becomes bigger or more

in number otherwise than by being increased” (154c7-9). Theaetetus responds that,

while he would like to say no, he cannot, given the example of the six dice, for the

six dice do seem to become more without being increased. The paradox is not that
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six dice can be both more and less at the same time, but that they could become

more without being added to or become less without being subtracted from.1 More

generally, Socrates is introducing what I will call the paradox of change: how can

something become different while not changing.

Many commentators suggest that relations solve this new paradox of change

as well as explaining the appearance that opposites are compresent. They say that

the solution to the paradox of change is obvious—simply embrace the fact that the

properties (size, warmth, whiteness) are relations. The objects appear to become

different, but they aren’t actually changing—they are merely in different relations.2

In other words, reject the assumption that size, warmth, whiteness, etc., are in the

perceived and the perceiver, and return to the relational reading of the first account

of perception which described the perceptible properties as (metaphysical) relations

(described, critiqued and rejected as a reading of the first account of perception in

the previous chapter). This reading is flawed, but it is difficult to tease out why

relations do not resolve the paradox of change. To begin, we should ask why it is

that turning to relations is thought to solve the new paradox of change.

There are two different reasons (relevant to our discussion) why philosophers

sometimes refer to certain properties as “relations” or “relational properties.” The

first reason that some properties are called relations is that some properties are

relations (like being sisters, being under, being more) between two or more objects,

1Cf. Phd. 96d ff.
2McDowell (1973), pp. 136 ff.; Matthen (1985), p. 47; Bostock (1988), p. 61; Burnyeat (1990),

p. 13.
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or, more generally, the properties are about more than one object (that is, some

properties are two-place relations, three-place relations, etc.). For example, there is

the property (which is equivalent to a two-place relation) that pairs of numbers have

when they add up to ten: this property describes a relation that the two numbers have

to one another (each number is the difference of 10 and the other number), adding

up to 10 is a feature or property that is about them as a pair. The second reason

that some properties are called “relations,” or more frequently perhaps, “relational

properties,” is that the attribution of a property to an object will depend upon

its environment. These sorts of properties are, perhaps, better called “extrinsic”

properties. A well known example of an extrinsic property is weight (in contrast

with the intrinsic property, mass). Another example is the period of a pendulum.

Although many of the measureable features of a pendulum will remain the same (the

length of string, the mass of the weight, etc.), its period changes depending upon

where it is located (it will have a shorter period at the Piraeus, and a longer one on

Mt. Olympus). To draw out the contrast between the first and second reason why

properties are called “relations,” we might observe that although the pendulum’s

period is an extrinsic property, the period still belongs to this pendulum. There is at

least a strong intuitive sense that the pendulum’s period belongs only to it (and not,

for example to the location of the pendulum). So, although its period is extrinsic, it

is (at least not obviously) a two place relation. The period is not a relation between

the pendulum and Mt. Olympus, it is the period of the pendulum on Mt. Olympus.3

3I am not arguing for a distinction that “goes all the way down” but a distinction that gives
one, at the least, a prima facie reason for taking the paradox of change more seriously.
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When Socrates introduces the “astonishing and ridiculous things one is forced

to say” when one assumes that, “size or warmth or whiteness really belong to the

object we measure ourselves against or touch,” he does not deny that these prop-

erties are extrinsic (that is, that they depend upon their environment). In fact, his

articulation of the example explicitly makes note of the fact that the properties are

extrinsic—note that whether the six dice are more or less depends upon what is near

them. It is not the denial that the more and the less are extrinsic that leads to the

paradox of change. The assumption that leads to the paradox is that size, warmth or

whiteness really belong to the objects we perceive; that is, these properties belong to

the things we perceive and are not simply “between” the perceiver and the perceived.

Socrates is denying that these properties are relations: these properties really are

in the things perceived. The largeness is the largeness of the stone; the warmth is

the warmth of the wind; the whiteness is the whiteness of the stone. It is worth

reiterating that Socrates is acknowledging that these properties depend upon the

environment. The man perceives the largeness of the stone compared to the pebble,

the warmth of the wind to him, the whiteness of the stone to his eye.

It might help to return to the pendulum example. In a pre-Newtonian world,

one might observe the change in the periodicity of the pendulum. One might even

note how this change correlates with altitude. But it is still quite a mystery as to how

this change in periodicity should come about without any change in the pendulum

itself. Socrates’ puzzle about the dice is analogous to this sort of puzzle about the

period of the pendulum. Just as the strangeness of the change in periodicity invites a

full bodied explanation of gravity, so too Socrates is hunting around for a full bodied
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explanation of why it is that six things can become more or become less without

changing in themselves.

There is something puzzling, and therefore something to be explained, about

extrinsic properties that are nonetheless about a single thing. The aÒtioc lìgoc that

explains the extrinsic characteristic of the pendulum’s periodicity is gravity; the aÒtioc

lìgoc that explains the extrinsic characteristic of the dice’s more and less, is number.4

The question Socrates is now asking is whether size, warmth, and whiteness (and

maybe other sensible properties) could really belong to the things we perceive, and if

so, what explains the fact that they can become different (a different size, a different

temperature, a different color, etc.,) without being changed. What is the underlying

explanation for the differences that emerge when these objects are juxtaposed with

new objects? Socrates is looking to Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ claim that nothing in

itself is one for an explanation that is analogous to the explanation that the universal

law of gravity and number provide for these other examples of extrinsic one-place

properties.

Now, if one follows the path of other commentators and returns to the rela-

tional reading of the first account of perception, which describes size, warmth, and

whiteness simply as relations, one will skip over the step in which Plato has Socrates

examine the underlying physical condition of perceptibles that explains how it is that

these perceptible properties both belong to the things perceived, and are dependent

4I suspect that in contemporary discussions these puzzles get swept under the rug because we
speak of relations as sets of ordered pairs. The ordering of these pairs poses as a solution for the
problem of why these properties do seem to belong more to one member of the ordered pair rather
than the other.
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upon their environment. But, if we hold onto the supposition that Plato is having

Socrates try to explain how these extrinsic properties really do belong to the things

we perceive (in virtue of some underlying nature), then we will be able to see how

the second account of perception solves the puzzle of change.

4.1.1 The Three Constancy Theses

After confronting the puzzle of change, Socrates says he and Theaetetus will

have to examine their “thoughts in themselves” and see whether “to us they harmo-

nize with one another or are in no way whatever (in harmony)”(154e4-5).5 Socrates

introduces three theses. They are:

(1) “So long as it is equal to itself, nothing would ever come to be more

or less, neither in bulk nor in number” (155a3-5);

(2) “that to which nothing is added nor taken away, never increases or

decreases, but is always equal” (155a7-9);

(3) “it is impossible that, what was not at first, could later be, without

having come to be (genèsjai) and without coming to be (gÐgnesjai)”

(155b1-3).

Each of these appearances (f�smata, as Socrates calls the theses), has to do with the

appearance of constancy, and so I will call them the constancy theses.

One way of reading (1) and (2) is to take them as converses. According to the

first, if one is equal to oneself, then one does not become. According to the second,

5The parenthetical “in harmony” is not in the Greek; Plato might be hinting that thoughts that
are not in harmony, simply are not.
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if one does not become, then one is equal to oneself. But the second thesis does not,

in fact, use the word become (instead it says that nothing is added or taken away)

and so this seems unlikely.

According to a second way of reading the passage, and my preferred reading,

the first two theses can be combined into a single conditional. The second thesis says

that if a thing is neither added to nor taken away from, then it remains equal. While

the first thesis says that if a thing remains equal, then it does not become more or

less. Together they form the following conditional:

(C1): If a thing is neither added to nor taken away from, then it does

not become more or less.

The constancy theses come to fight with one another in this way. We begin by

supposing that size (and so the more and the less) belong to the six dice in themselves

(that is that they are extrinsic, but still one-place properties). When six dice are

juxtaposed with four dice, they are what they were not before, for the six dice are

now more than the four dice. According to (3), because the six dice are more when

they were not before, the six dice must have come to be and are coming to be more.

However, according to (C1), because the six dice were neither added to nor taken

away from, the six dice do not become more. We are thus left with the contradictory

statements that the six dice become more and that the six dice do not become more.

Now one solution to the paradox is to retreat on the supposition that size,

warmth, whiteness, etc., belong to the perceived and the perceiver. That is, one gives

up the thesis that size, warmth, and whiteness are one place properties. If one does
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this, then one could reiterate the first account of perception: size, warmth, whiteness

are not in any one place, but become between the perceiver and perceived. These

properties belong to pairs of objects (or triplets of objects) not to individual objects.

Likewise, the more does not belong to the six dice, but is a relation between the six

dice and the four dice. In taking this route, we take the more and the less to be

relations predicated only of pairs and never of individuals. If we do this, then the dice

do not, in themselves, become more. Therefore, by never fulfilling the antecedent

of (3) (that something is what it was not before), we never need to worry how its

consequent (that it becomes) fights against the first two constancy theses. According

to this solution, the way through the paradox is returning to the idea that properties

are relation-like motions that are generated in-between the perceiver and perceived..6

By understanding size, warmth, whiteness, etc., as relations that are not in the

objects themselves (the whole point is to avoid the consequent of the third constancy

thesis, that the objects become), we have left these objects not only unchanged

by their environment, but also characterless: they are not any one sort of thing

6This is similar to McDowell’s reading (McDowell (1973), pp. 133-137) and Matthen’s reading in
(Matthen (1985)), but McDowell and Matthen differ in that rather than denying that the antecedent
of (3) is not met by the example, they argue that (3) is unsound. Both readings solve the paradox
by getting out of the consequent of (3). Usually the rejection of (3) is explained in this way: one
can be, in a certain sense, what one was not before, without becoming. For example one could
talk about “aspect change” (Matthen, ibid., p. 47 ), or ‘Cambridge change” (McDowell, ibid.,
pp. 136-137): these are both changes that are extrinsic to the object and so allow change without
becoming (see footnote 25 for further discussion). But whether one argues that (3) is unsound, or
that the antecedent of (3) is unfulfilled, the lesson is that “six is more” is imprecise: either because
six is not in any way more, or because six is only more with respect to four. The heart of both this
solution and the one I describe in the body of the paper is recognizing and embracing relations as
relations, and finding some way to avoid the consequent of (3), either by saying that the antecedent
is not satisfied, or by rewriting the antecedent so that it is not satisfied.
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because they can be no sort at all. In addition, we have placed the entire burden of

explaining (1) conflicting appearances (that arise from neighboring perceivers) and

(2) the appearance of change in both the objects we perceive and in our perceptions,

on a new way of understanding properties. If this is the lesson that we are to learn

from this puzzle, then Socrates and Theaetetus ought to return to the first account

of perception and we should return and elaborate the relational reading so as to

account not only for conflicting appearances but also the appearance of change.

Taking this route has a few downsides. Perhaps the foremost I have already

noted: it requires that nothing in itself is any one sort of thing for nothing is even

one thing at all. According to this account, there is nothing to know about the

things that we perceive. The stone is not white, but neither is it black. The wind

is not cool, but neither is it warm. The man is not tall, but neither is he short. It

would be one great joke on Theaetetus, if the account that supported his thesis that

knowledge is perception, supported it by claiming that there is nothing to know.

The second weakness is that this account amounts to the rejection of one salient

feature of perception—perceptual properties do really seem to belong to the things

we see—and Socrates is, after all, trying to give an account of perception that is

compatible with Protagoras’ claim that appearances are of what is.

Fortunately, a second solution is invited by the text. Rather than aban-

doning the supposition that size, warmth, whiteness, etc., belong to the things we

perceive and our perceptions of them, and circumventing the conflict between the

three constancy theses by getting around the antecedent of the third thesis, perhaps

we should question the soundness of the first two constancy theses. And, in fact,
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Socrates’ description of them as “appearances” (f�smata) encourages us to do just

this. In particular, we might question (C1), the conditional formed from the first

two constancy theses.

One unsettling feature of the constancy theses is that while both of the first

two conditionals seem plausible on their own, the conditional formed by the first

two theses together does not seem plausible. (Again, C1 is: a thing that is neither

added to nor subtracted from neither increases nor decreases). We have all witnessed

something that is neither added to nor subtracted from become larger or smaller.

The reason is that we distinguish changes that are made to something (for example,

when something is added to or subtracted from), from two other sorts of changes:

changes that come about from comparison with different objects (the way a gray

square becomes black next to a white square, and becomes white next to a black

square), and changes that something can bring about by its own power (for example,

when something grows or shrivels).7 The combined conditional forces us to ignore

these latter sorts of changes.

A second unsettling feature of the constancy theses is that both of the first

two theses make a very strong claim about what it is to remain equal. It might

seem, not only to the Heraclitean, but to us, that it is in the nature of living things

to change.8 We might think that the first two constancy theses are well and fine, but

7Changes that result from comparisons with different object encompass both Geach’s mere
Cambridge change (see discussion in McDowell (1973), pp. 136-137), and Irwin’s a-change (see
Irwin (1977), and Matthen (1985), p. 47). (See footnote 25 for further discussion of Cambridge
change and aspect change). But changes that result from something’s own nature are an additional
sort of change not explained by what happens to something.

8Socrates entertains this idea after introducing the Heraclitean thesis at 153a-d.
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only for dead or inanimate things—like dice made from knucklebones.9

Both of these features of the constancy theses—the lack of a distinction be-

tween different sorts of change, and the complete rejection of the possibility that

the identifying feature of many if not all natures might be change—will be taken up

in the next account of perception. The next account of perception will offer us a

way out of the paradox of change by showing how we are to make our way through

the battle of the constancy theses, not by refusing to let objects change, but by

considering the possibility that the objects themselves are change.

One might think that through the first and second accounts of perception

Plato is presenting us with horns of a dilemma: either the perceptual properties

must be understood as relations, or the objects must be understood as change. But,

as I said at the close of the preceding chapter, I do not think that this is how we are to

understand the first and second accounts of perception. Indeed, I think in the latter

part of the second account of perception we will see Socrates trying to weave together

the two accounts, so that one can embrace both the way properties are relations with

the way objects are changes. Here it helps to understand both relations and changes

as sorts of motions, and to recognize that in order to observe the motion of the

properties (that is to recognize the way properties are relations), and then again to

observe the motion of the objects (that is to recognize the way objects are changes),

Socrates needs to set different frames of reference: in each case this involves holding

9Even in these cases we might begin to have doubts. For example, in the case of the six dice,
although they are dead, they have number. And we might wonder whether it is the nature of
numbered things to always be measuring or measured by other multitudes. In addition, we might
observe that dice are thrown.
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either the objects or the properties still in order to see the motion of the other.

Properties as relations and objects as changes are not alternatives on the horns of a

dilemma but motions from different frames of reference.

However, as we are reading the dialogue, especially for the first time, it is the

first account that will be prevalent in our minds as the easy way out of the paradox

of change as well as the puzzle of the compresence of opposites (that is, we are more

inclined to think that the more and the less, the warm and the cool, the black and the

white, etc., are relations). But if the reader tenaciously holds on to the supposition

that perceptual properties, despite being extrinsic, belong to the objects themselves

(that they are, in a sense, in one place) then she will find this solution to the paradox

of change incomplete, and will look for the second solution as it is developed in the

next account of perception.

4.1.2 Harmony and Growth

After discussing the constancy theses and before introducing the second ac-

count of perception, Socrates gives one final example of the paradox of change. In

the course of a few years, Socrates becomes shorter than Theaetetus without any

change in himself (155b-c).10 Socrates asks Theaetetus how it is possible that he

(Socrates) could become shorter without any change in himself. Socrates’ example

seems to have an easy explanation: Socrates is being compared to a young man who

has grown over the course of a few year. Socrates only seems to have shrunk because

10Cf. Phd. 102a ff..
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Theaetetus has grown taller.

The examples Plato has Socrates use in this passage form an interesting pair.

The example of the dice is particularly well suited for illustrating how a different

frame of reference shifts one’s understanding of what is changing. Socrates picked

three numbers for his example (four, six, and twelve) that form a harmonic series.11

The choice of a harmonic series leads us to think about how notes sound when

accompanied by other notes. Imagine plucking strings cut in the ratio of four to six

to twelve, in this order: four, six, twelve, six. How will the string of length six sound

as the series continues. At first it will sound like a low note (for it is lower than

four), but then when the string of length twelve is struck, it will be recollected as the

middle of three notes. But when the string of length six is struck again, it will now

have the feel of a high note, following on the heels of a lower note. So, as the series

progresses, the string of length six will strike one first as a low note, then will be

recollected as a middle note, and then finally heard as a high note. Throughout the

series one hears, first its “lowness,” then recalls its “middleness,” then finally hears

its “highness.” (“Middleness” must always be recollected, and not strictly heard. If

11A harmonic series is formed when the second number exceeds the first by the same ratio as the
second is less than the third. That is, if a, b, and c form a harmonic series, then there is some r, so
that, b = a + ra, and b = c - rc. The middle number, b, is also called the harmonic mean of the
extremes, a and c. There are three different means in ancient mathematics: arithmetic (the second
exceeds the first by the same amount as it is less than the third, for example 6 is the arithmetic
mean of 4 and 8), geometric (the second is the same ratio of the first as the third is of the second,
for example 6 is geometric mean of 4 and 9), and the harmonic (the second exceeds the first by the
same ratio as it is less than the third, as in our example). To calculate the harmonic mean, one
first needs to calculate r (r is the quotient of c-a and c+a) and then add the product of r and a
(ra) to a (or subtract rc from c) to find b. Harmonic means, or harmonic series, ended up being
essential not only for ancient discussions of music, but also in ancient astronomy.
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one is listening to a series of notes, each successive note can only ascend or descend

from the previous note and cannot follow in a “middle” position. Thus, for example,

in hearing the series, four, twelve, six, one will hear the six as higher than the twelve

(that is, one will hear the ascension). Insofar as one recognizes the “middleness”

of the six string, one must recollect the four and the twelve and hear, but only in

ones auditory imagination, how six lies between.)12 In listening to our series we can

imagine it two ways: we can recognize the steadiness of the note made by plucking

the string of length six, letting the four note and the twelve note rise and fall with

respect to the six, or we can also allow ourselves to hear the six note differently as

the strings of length four and twelve are struck: freeing the six note to become with

respect to its companion notes. In the same way, I think that Plato is presenting

us with a choice in thinking about the problems that arise in thinking about the

phenomenology of perception: on the one hand we might allow the objects that we

see to remain steady as different properties are created and set in motion between

the perceived and different perceivers, or we might see how the objects themselves

are constantly being changed by their interactions with the environment.

The final example of the passage also illustrates the way that setting different

frames of reference might affect what seems to move. Socrates might appear to

be shorter than he was a year ago if we compare him to Theaetetus. But it is

really Socrates who has stayed the same and Theaetetus who has grown. This

example also serves a second purpose. In this example, it is not just Socrates who

is shorter, but Theaetetus who is taller. While we might explain Socrates’ change

12Cf. Phd. 73c-76a.
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by a change in what it is that is “nearby”, Theaetetus’ change cannot be so easily

explained. This is because the change is not in what Theaetetus is compared to but

in Theaetetus: he really has grown. Here the paradox takes a more intimate form:

can Theaetetus become taller, when he was not before, while remaining Theaetetus

(that is, the same as himself)?13 The paradox of change thus takes one form when

we consider Socrates—how is it that Socrates can change without any change in

himself?—while the paradox of change takes a deeper form with Theaetetus—how is

it that Theaetetus can change in himself, while remaining himself? The solution to

the former problem will require a recognition of extrinsic non-relational properties.

The solution to the latter problem will require a theory that explains which properties

are a part of the very nature of Theaetetus and which are not (that is, what is essential

and what is accidental).

We are now prepared to be introduced to the solution to the second puzzle:

the way through the constancy theses is to recognize that all things are change.

4.2 The second account: 155e-156e

First, I must admit that it is misleading to call this section the second account

of perception. In fact, Socrates will introduce to us not just one, but two more

13Note that the distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic properties will not explain what makes
Theaetetus remain the same. Theaetetus’ height changes in this example, and this is a feature
intrinsic to him. But, presumably, one would want to argue he remains the same man. The
distinction between essential and accidental properties would be useful here. Theaetetus can remain
the same while growing taller, because his height is only an accidental characteristic and not an
essential one. The need for such a distinction reemerges later, after the second account of perception,
when Socrates asks if Socrates ill and Socrates well are the same or different (158c). We will look
at it in the next chapter.
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accounts of perception from 155e-156e. In the first part, Socrates declares that all

is motion and describes perception as an interaction between active and passive

motions. I will call this the AP account of perception which stands for “the active

passive account of perception.” This AP account of perception is the second account

of perception. I will argue that in the AP account, Socrates is giving us a solution

to the paradox of change, Socrates will have thus introduced two different accounts

of perception which solve two different problems related to perception: the first

account of perception (which we considered in the previous chapter) which solves the

compresence of opposites, and the second account of perception (the AP account)

which solves the paradox of change.

But, following the AP account, and introduced as a further explanation of

the AP account (this must serve as my excuse for the misleading section-heading),

Socrates will give yet another account of perception. In this account, Socrates de-

clares that all is in motion (contrast this with the claim that all is motion in the

AP account) and describes perception as the generation of fast motions from slow

motions. I will call this the FS account of perception which stands for “the fast slow

account of perception.”

I will show that the FS account shows how we might combine the AP account,

which solves the paradox of change, with the first account of perception (which

we considered in Chapter Three), which solves the problem of the compresence of

opposites. In other words, I will show that the FS account of perception weaves

together the first account of perception (discussed in the previous chapter) with the

AP account of perception. Once he has done this, Socrates will declare that “nothing
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in itself is one” (157a).

4.2.1 Active and Passive Motions: 156a-c

What is the explanation for the way that something might become what it

was not before without any change in itself? Socrates begins by saying that we must

make sure that the uninitiated are not listening. Once we exclude these people,

Socrates continues that the mystery begins from the principle that everything is

motion:

The principle, on which all of that which we were now saying depends,

the principle of these,14 is this: [1] that the all is motion (tä p�n kÐnhsic

ªn) and is nothing besides this; [2] there are two forms of motion, each

limitless in multitude, the one, the power to affect, the other, the power

to be affected. [3 and 4] From their intercourse with one another and

their rubbing against one another there come to be children limitless in

multitude, but twins, the one, a perceived, the other, a perception, the

perception always ejected and born with the perceived. (156a3-b2)

We can distinguish four different claims in this account. The first claim is that the

all is motion. The second claim is that there are two forms of motion, the active and

passive motions. The third is that an event of perception occurs when the active

and passive motions interact. The fourth is that this interaction leads to twin births

that are generated together: the perceived and the perception of it (a sight is born

14“These” captures the ambiguity of the Greek “αὐτῶν.” “Αὐτῶν” could be a pronominal reference
either to the things they have been saying, or the men who would argue for the principle.
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along with a color, for example, 156c1). One might expect Socrates to identify the

active and passive motions. For example, one might expect him to say that the eye

is a passive (or active) motion and the perceived is a passive (or active) motion. But

he never specifies what the active and passive motions are.

This account of perception differs from the first account in several respects.

First, in contrast with the first account of perception, which began with a revision-

ary account of the metaphysics of perceptual properties, this account begins with a

revisionary account of everything; not just perceptual properties, but ordinary ob-

jects (like sticks and men) and sense organs (like the eye) are all motion. Second,

there is a shift in the way motion is understood. In the first account, the perceptual

properties were not in any one place but were coming to be between two places.

After describing perceptual properties as being between two places, Socrates follows

up with the example of the dice. It is natural to conclude that, in the first account,

one is meant to understand the “motion” of the perceptual properties as a sort of

relation: it is in this way that the property does not belong in any one place but

becomes between the perceiver and perceived. So, in the first account we come to

understand white and dark, cool and warm, as relation-like motions between the

perceiver and the perceived. If we turn to the second account, Socrates describes

everything as motion. But the motion is described as the power to affect and the

power to be affected, that is, the power to change or be changed. In this account

we are led to think of objects as bundles of passive and active changes, and it is be-

cause of their power to change and be changed that they are motions: here we have

change-like motions. The third difference between the accounts is that in this second
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account the event of perception results in twin births, while in the previous account

there was only a single birth. By describing the perceived and the perception of it as

twin offspring Socrates explains how size, warmth, light, etc., might in fact belong to

both sides of the perception rather than being simply in between. A fourth difference

between this second account of perception and the earlier one is that Socrates no

longer speaks about the interaction between a single eye and a single motion (as in

the first account) but talks about the limitless multitude of motions that, when they

interact, lead to children limitless in number.

In the first two differences between this account and the last account of per-

ception we can start to understand Protagoras’, or, as Socrates adds, “perhaps I

should say the great men’s,” explanation for the puzzle of change. By positing that

the nature of the whole is motion, understood as a sort of change, the “illusion” of

the first two constancy theses dissipates (recall that they were, (1) if something re-

mains equal it does not become more or less, and, (2) that to which nothing is added

or taken away, remains equal). If everything is either a passive or active change then

we should replace these two constancy theses with these two flux theses: (1′) things

remain equal to themselves precisely because they change and (2′) that which does

not change does not remain the same as itself, but rather, ceases to be. Further,

according to the theory, perceptions are those events whereby one changes and is

changed, thereby maintaining one’s own and others’ being: motion. Perception is

not simply of what is, but is necessary and essential for what is.

Socrates now shows how the proponents of the theory might maintain that

perceptual properties belong to both the perceived and perceiver. By describing the
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perceived property and the perception of it as twin offspring Socrates has found a

way that size, warmth, light, etc., might belong to both sides of the perception,

while neither being intrinsic properties, as a naive theory of perception would make

them, nor simply relations between the perceiver and the perceived.15 Here I think

we see the possibility that perceptual properties are extrinsic properties, properties

that depend upon the environment but belong, not between, but on one side or the

other.

4.2.2 Slow and Fast Motions: 156c-157c

After describing perception as being generated from the interaction of the

active and passive motions, Socrates asks Theaetetus whether he understands the

meaning of the account. Theaetetus responds that he does not really understand,

and so Socrates continues that they should “finish it up” (156c7).16 Socrates then

goes on to give, not a fuller account, but what appears to be yet another account.

15We might note that one of the infelicities of the previous account was that in the description
of perception as the production of a single perceptual property between the perceiver and the
perceived there was no room for the logical difference (much less any other difference) between the
way that the object is colored and the way that my perceiving is colored. On the one hand, this was
part of what made the account attractive, for it removes a source of error: how can one perceive
incorrectly if one’s perception is simply identical to what is perceived. But, on the other hand,
this solution just came up short: how can the perceiving simply be the perceived. In this account
Socrates makes room not only for a distinction between the perceiving and the perceived, but for
their respective roles as active and passive. (Though which is which, he does not say. I say more
on this below.)

16At the beginning of the first part of the second account Socrates introduces motion as the ἀρχή
(beginning point or principle). Here, at the beginning of the second part of the second account,
Socrates introduces motion as the way to finish or complete the account (ἀποτελεσθῇ at 156c7). I
suspect a joke on Plato’s part about how one is to understand the beginning and end of an account,
or anything else, when all is motion.
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In this account Socrates begins by claiming that everything is in motion, and that

motions are distinguished by their swiftness or slowness. This account, while not

contradicting the active/passive account just given, makes a different set of claims.

Here is the account.

What it wants to say is this: just as we are saying, [1] all of these things

are moving, but [2] there is swiftness or slowness in their motion. [3]

To the extent that they are slow, their motion is in the same, and in

relation to the things that are being brought near, and thus [4] they

generate, whereas [5] the things generated are quicker. For they move

along, and the motion of these is naturally in their movement [through

space]. (156c7-d3)

Socrates has made five new claims. The first claim is that everything is moving

(contrast this with the active/passive account, in which the first claim is that all

is motion, 156a). The second claim is that motions can be distinguished by their

swiftness or slowness. The third claim is that slow motion is “in the same.” The

fourth claim is that the slow motions generates a quicker motion when something

is brought near it. The fifth claim is that the things generated are faster and this

means that they “move along” and their motion is through space.17

Now, if this account does not simply contradict the previous account, then

there ought to be a way of putting the active/passive account (I will call it the

AP account) together with the fast/slow account (I will call it the FS account). A

17There is nothing in this abstract account that ties the account to perception. This could just
as well be a discussion of the six dice as of the interaction of the eye and the stone.
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quick reading of this passage might lead one to think that the second account is a

clarification of the first (note the, “as we were saying” at 156c8). That is, one might

think the passive motion of the AP account is explicated as a slow motion in the

FS account, and the active motion of the AP account is explicated as a fast motion

in the FS account. However, a more careful inspection of the AP and FS accounts

shows that the relation between AP and FS is more complicated. Note, for example,

that in the first account the active and passive motions mix to produce offspring,

while in the FS account, the slow motion (when something meets with it) produces

a fast motion. The accounts, it seems, ought to be woven together in some way,

so that, for example, together they show that there are four sorts of motion: active

slow, active fast, passive slow, passive fast.18 However, the two accounts are, both

individually and together, under-specified.19 Any schema that one reads onto them

individually, or together, is supplementary to, although invited by, the text. With

that said, let me answer the invitation, and offer my best attempt at showing how

the AP and FS accounts might be used to explain perception both on their own and

together.

18Cf. Burnyeat (1990), p. 16.
19For example, one striking feature of the FS account is that Socrates does not once explicitly

show Theaetetus how the abstract claims about the fast and the slow motions correspond to the
more concrete discussion of the interaction between the eye and something commensurate with
the eye. In other words, Socrates does not say whether the eye, for example, is a fast or a slow
motion. Socrates is similarly silent when he gives the active/passive account of perception: there
too Socrates omits any claim about what the active and passive motions are. Commentators almost
universally assign the active and passive motions to one side. For example, Burnyeat says without
argument that the eye, or other sense organ is the passive factor (Burnyeat (1990), p. 15), while
Matthen seems equally certain that it is the thing perceived that is the passive factor (?, pp.
113-135.
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Roughly speaking, I think that the FS account brings together the first ac-

count of perception (recall that in that account perception is an interaction between

a perceiver and a motion that gives rise to whiteness, 153d-154a) with the most re-

cent AP account (156a-c). The fast motion represents the motion of the perceptual

properties in the first account, while the slow motion represents the motion of the

objects perceived and the sense organs in the AP account. Let me say a little more

about how and why I think we might make these comparisons.

The fast motion, introduced in the FS account, serves as a good model for

the account of perceptual properties that is given in the first account of perception

(153d-154a). This fast-moving motion is to be understood, not simply as physical

motion through space, but as an analogy for the sorts of relation that seem to pop

up instantaneously between two things: it is this instantaneousness that Socrates is

capturing by talking about them as “fast motions”. For example, when we put four

dice next to six dice, the six dice immediately become more than the four dice. If we

turn to an example from perception, we might observe the immediacy with which the

whiteness, or the cool comes to characterize the relation between the perceiver and

the perceived. As soon as the eye meets up with something commensurate with it, the

quick motions (colors, sounds, temperature) “move along” through space, extended

at once to the perceived (it is now of such and such a sort) and the perceiver (it now

has a perception of such and such a sort). In the FS account, the fast motions explain

the new account of perceptual properties given in the first account of perception

(153d-154a), in which Socrates describes them as things that are in no one place yet

are generated in-between the perceiver and perceived.
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The slow motion, introduced in the FS account, serves as a good model for

the account of perceived objects and the sense organs (and perhaps, persons) that

perceive them. The suggestion in the FS account seems to be that motions are

sometimes slow, and when they are slow they are to be understood as motion in

place (156c10). In fact, perhaps we are invited to think about change as rotation,

which is a paradigmatic example of motion in place. Sometimes this “rotation”

might take place within (for example, when Theaetetus grows), but sometimes this

“rotation” might take place with respect to the things in the neighborhood (for

example when Socrates is compared to Theaetetus and then to Theodorus). None

of these suggestions are developed, of course, and Plato seems to have left room for

the reader’s own imagination to spin in consideration of the possibilities (155c).

The fast and slow motions that we have come to understand as relations and

changes, respectively, are precisely the sort of motions that have been hypothesized

to explain the problem of the compresence of opposites (relations) and the problem

of change (change). To explain the compresence of opposites, Socrates frees the per-

ceptual properties from the objects and sets them in motion between the perceiver

and perceived. The fast motion, as described in this passage, corresponds to the mo-

tion of these perceptual properties and the way that they manage to be in two places

at once—like relations. To explain the problem of change, Socrates hypothesizes (in

the active/passive account) that all things are motions in that all things either affect

or are affected by what is around them. The slow motion, which is described in this

passage as motion in place like a rotation, corresponds to this sort of change-like

motion.
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But it is still not clear that the AP account complements the first account

rather than being merely superfluous to the first account of perception: in other

words, why do we need the slow motions if we already have the fast? Once one

understands perceptual properties as relations, one might think there is no need to

explain how things might change while remaining the same because the puzzle of

change does not arise. For example, if one takes more to be a relation between

six dice and four dice (rather than a property in the six dice), we have no need to

explain how it is that the six dice, while remaining equal to themselves, are more

when they were not before. We have no need to explain this because the six dice,

simply, are not more. Here we might recall that the paradox of the dice, and the

second account of perception arise only after Theaetetus and Socrates take upon

themselves the supposition that size, warmth, and whiteness really do belong to the

object we measure ourselves against or to what is measuring or touching (154ab). In

other words, it arises only as one retreats from a commitment to the first account.

In the following passage, Socrates will give us a specific example of perception that

might help us make sense of how or if these two accounts can be woven together.

4.2.3 White “Filling-all-around” a Stone

Socrates now gives Theaetetus a concrete example of a case of an eye seeing a

white stone. The example is short on explicit comparisons to the preceding abstract

theoretical discussions of active and passive, slow and fast motions. This is not simply

because Socrates is playing Torpedo fish, but because as the event of perception takes

place, what is active and what is passive changes. Here is Socrates’ example:
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Now when the eye and something else among the things commensurate

with it approach one another and generate the whiteness (leukìthta) and

a perception the two growing together with each other—things that would

never come to be (âgèneto)20 if either of the two came towards something

else, right then—as they are moving between these things, seeing from the

eyes, and white from that which is simultaneously begetting the color—

the eye becomes full of seeing and sees, and it becomes not in any way

sight, but a seeing eye, and on the other hand, that which begets the white

color is filled all around and becomes not whiteness but a white thing,

either a stick or a stone or whatever thing comes together to be colored

with this sort of color. And with all other things in this way, the hard,

the hot, and everything, one must understand in the same way, nothing

is itself by itself, as we were saying just now; but in intercourse with one

another, everything comes to be and comes to be all sorts from motion,

and even in the case of the one that acts and the one that is passive one

must, as they say, positively not think of them as one. (156d3-157a4)

A common mistake in reading this account is to suppose that the eye is the passive

factor and the stone (or whatever it is that is commensurate with the eye), is the

active factor: together they interact and the friction set up between them generates

the white and a perception that grows together with the white.21 The problem with

this account is that it recognizes only that the stone changes the eye, and not also the

fact that the eye changes the stone. But just as the stone causes the eye to become a

20The aorist “ἐγένετο” occurs a number of times throughout this passage. It is an aorist form
and so usually translated as a simple past, but I have rendered it in the present, taking them to be
instances of a gnomic aorist.

21Cf. Burnyeat (1990), p. 16.
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perceiving white eye, the eye causes the stone to become a perceptible white stone.

When the eye and the stone meet, then, they must both be active factors as well as

passive factors: for they are both capable of setting up a change in the other and

capable of being changed by the other.

By focusing on the active and passive factors, one can see how the above

account tries to explain how it is that the eye and the stone can become what they

were not before while remaining themselves (that is, how it solves the problem of

change). We can appreciate the “Heraclitean” perspective that the eye is precisely

what the eye is (that is, a seeing thing) because it is capable of being changed and

changing. Similarly, we might think that the stone is what it is (a hard white object)

precisely because it is capable of being changed (becoming a hard white thing) and

changing (causing the eye to see it, the hand to feel it) in just this way.

But focusing on the active and passive factors does nothing to explain how it

is that the stone might appear white to one person and black to another (wouldn’t

this mean that the stone was simultaneously becoming white and black—and isn’t

that impossible?).

In order to explain how the account solves the problem of the compresence

of opposites, we must switch our attention to the fast motions, the motions that do

not take place in the same place, but between two places. Here we are directed to

the middle portion of the passage in which Socrates says that, “right then, there is

movement between these things, seeing from the eyes, and white from that which is

simultaneously begetting the color.” In this passage, sight, on the side of the eye,

and white, on the side of the stone, are understood to be movements between things.
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Here we are to think about fast motions as relations that are generated in between

two things. If they remain between, then there is no problem with the compresence of

opposites. For example, we might imagine Socrates and Theaetetus both feeling the

same wind. If the cool that Socrates feels, and the warm that Theaetetus feels, are

between Socrates and the wind, and Theaetetus and the wind, respectively, and the

cool and the warm do not, strictly speaking, fill the wind, then there is no problem

with the compresence of opposites.

Socrates must walk a tightrope: he must grant Theaetetus’ intuition that

these perceptual properties belong to the objects they are predicated of (and thus

allow that all things are constantly in motion changing), while at the same time

explaining how opposing perceptual properties might both be predicated of objects

at the same time and thus positing something like relations, relations which will

allow one to claim that perceptual properties are not really in those things they are

predicated of.

On behalf of the proponent of the theory, Socrates walks this tightrope by

introducing a slight asymmetry in the way that the perceptual properties mingle

with the eye (and other sense organs), on the one hand, and the stone (and other

perceived things), on the other hand. Here, he continues, while “the eye becomes

full” of sight, the stone “is filled all around” with white. The slight asymmetry rests

on the words “becomes full” (êmplewc) and “filled all around” (periepl sjh). The

former combines a preposition for “in” (ân) with the adjective “full” (plèwc). The

latter combines the preposition perÐ, the primary sense of which is around, although it

might be used in compounds as a superlative, with a form of the verb “fill” (âpl sjh,
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a form of pÐmplhmi that is cognate to the adjective plèwc). So “periepl sjh,” might

be an emphatic “filled”, and this is how Levett, for example, translates it, or it might

be translated as “filled all around” as I translate it (see also McDowell’s translation).

While êmplewc is well attested in Greek, peripÐmplamai (in all its forms) is attested

only twice, once in our passage, and once more in Xenophon’s Hellenica.22 And it is

no wonder: periepl sjh, if taken literally as “filled all around”, is a peculiar word:

filling is not something that happens around something, but in something.

It is precisely because of its strange meaning that I think the latter translation

must be the right one. For Socrates is trying to explain how the proponent of the

theory might simultaneously explain how the stone is both white and black (here

we imagine that the white and black are merely around the stone as relations) with

the view that the stone really is filled with white and filled with black (here we

imagine that seeing the stone fills it with whiteness). More generally, Socrates is

trying to reconcile two accounts, one of which says that perceptual properties are

fast motions or relations between the perceiver and the perceived, and one of which

says that perceptual properties are in the objects they are predicated of. By talking

about color as something that “filled all around” the stone, Socrates tries to let

the proponent of the theory have his cake and eat it too. In this way, the slight

asymmetry between ân and perÐ makes it possible for Socrates to explain how the

22I consulted both the TLG and Perseus. I have excluded a much later occurrence in Damas-
cius’ De principiis in the 5th or 6th century AD. The passage from the Hellenica describes how
Thrasydaeus, after escaping slaughter by having fallen into a drunken stupor, is discovered by his
men who swarm all around his house “as a swarm of bees around its leader” (III, 2, 27-28). The
adjective περίπλεως is also attested a handful of times, but only once before Plato, in Thucydides.
Later uses include Aristotle in HA 585a24, and PA 672a27.
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theory might reconcile, or at least finagle the appearance of being able to reconcile,

the solution for the problem of the compresence of opposites while maintaining that

the perceptual properties belong to the objects we predicate them of.

Plato chooses the words “fast” and “slow” to describe the relation-like motions

and the change-like motions. I think this is because fast and slow are descriptions that

invite a relativistic rendering. In this account, the fast and the slow are two solutions

that arise from focusing on two different problems that arise from perception. In light

of the problem of the compresence of opposites, perceptual properties must be set

in motion speeding between two places. But in light of the fact that colors and

other perceptual properties do seem to belong to the objects we predicate them of,

perceptual properties must be made to rest inside slow moving, that is changing,

perceptible things.

4.3 Can this be Plato’s Account of Perception?

If Plato accepts this theory (as proponents of reading A argue), then Plato

must think it is possible for something to both fill and be all around at the same time.

This seems unlikely. If Plato thought that the first account of perception entails the

second account of perception (as proponents of reading B argue), then Plato must

think that if color and other perceptual properties are between two things then they

are in both things. This too seems unlikely. I think the more probable reading

is that Plato thought that proponents of this sort of theory of perception required

two conflicting accounts of perceptual properties: on the one hand, they would need

a theory that posited perceptual properties as relations between the perceiver and
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perceived in order to accommodate the truth of conflicting appearances; on the other

hand, they would need a theory that posited that perceptual properties are really in

the object that we predicate them of, in order to accommodate the appearance that

properties do seem to inhere in the things that we see and our perceptions of them.

Where does Plato stand? I think that he is undecided but has articulated a

choice that is set before him and anyone else who thinks about the theory of per-

ception. One must either give an account that explains how conflicting appearances

might both be true, or give an account that explains how perceptual properties re-

ally might belong to the things that we predicate them of. But one cannot do both.

The end result of taking the former path is this: while the perception of perceptual

properties never errs, all perceptions are false for these properties do not actually

belong to the objects that they seem to belong to. The end result of taking the latter

path is this: while perceptions accurately portray perceptual properties as belonging

to the objects they seem to belong to, perceptions will never remain true, for the

object perceived is always changing. Either way, one must embrace the fact that

perceptions are not true, at least not according to a simple way of thinking about

truth.

But Plato does not give us his view in this passage; he is having Socrates

develop a position that it is possible to embrace the fact that perceptual properties

are both in between the perceiver and perceived and in both the perceiver and

perceived. One can, for the moment, entertain this supposition alongside Socrates

by considering these theories as a “fast” and a “slow” theory of perceptual properties:

theories that are not horns of a dilemma but matters of perspective.

133



Socrates concludes the second account of perception with a final reflection on

NIO:

After all of this, as we said from the beginning, nothing in itself is one, but

all things are always coming to be by something (or for someone) (tini).

“To be” ought to be removed on all sides, not that we many times, even

just now, were made perforce to use it by our habitual intimacy with it

and our want of knowledge. ... But we ought to speak [instead] according

to nature of becoming, creating, destroying, and changing. (157a7-b7)

Once the theory has rooted out any way in which a thing might be one, we are pulled

from the brink of nihilism by the consolation that everything is becoming.

I argued both in the previous chapter, and earlier in this chapter, that the

reader should neither look to 153d-157c for a development of a single Platonic theory

of perception (reading A) nor for an argument that Protagoras’ theory of perception

entails Heraclitus’ theory of perception (reading B). Instead, I argued that what

characterizes 153d-157c, is a development of the two sorts of motivations for the

claim that nothing in itself is one: on the one hand the Protagorean consideration

that all appearances are valid, on the other hand the Heraclitean consideration that

everything is in flux.

In the first account, we saw how these two considerations formed a natural

pair. On the one hand, we have the Heraclitean theory whose proponents argue that

perceptual properties cannot be in any one place, and on the other hand, we have

Protagoras who assures us that each perception is valid. Together, they seem to
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invite a theory according to which perceptual properties are not in any one place but

become between perceiver and perceived. Here we might be inclined to argue that

the first theory of perception is a theory of the metaphysics of perceptual properties:

perceptual properties are relation-like motions that are generated in-between the

perceiver and perceived. This first theory shows us one way that Protagoras and

Heraclitus might be brought together to argue that “nothing in itself is one”: for

here they show that nothing in itself is one sort, because what sort of thing some

one thing is will depend upon what further things it is in relation with.

Socrates drops this theory, however, and takes up the naive intuition that

properties really do seem to belong to the things that we predicate them of. Why is

it that Socrates feels that they must give this naive intuition consideration? Plato

does not have Socrates explicitly say what the reasons are, but I think there are

a number that are hinted at. Let me give three. First, this naive intuition is one

that Protagoras, at least, must grant, for he declares that as things appear so they

are. Second, while the relational account of perceptual properties demonstrates that

perceptual properties are “in motion,” it leaves the things that they are normally

predicated of completely still. Heraclitus, at least, could not stand for this. Third,

the first account of perception might succeed as an account of the metaphysics of

properties, but it does not even attempt to explain our perception of them, much

less our perception of things.

These considerations perhaps explain Socrates’ move to a more complex the-

ory of perception. In the second account, Socrates explains the naive intuition that

properties belong to the objects we predicate them of, he explains how and why it
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is that not only properties, but all things, are motion, and he gives a fuller expla-

nation for our perception of these perceptual properties, as well as an explanation

that comes closer to explaining why they might be perceived as belonging to objects.

In this account, the nature of all things is explained by motion, so that the account

now explains not only why it is that nothing in itself is one sort of thing, but also

why nothing in itself is one thing.

4.3.1 A rash extrapolation

The account has more or less confined itself to an explanation of properties

and objects that can be perceived.23 But Socrates now extends the theory. He says

that “comes to be” will serve just as well as a description of things aggregated as it

does of the individual object:

And it is necessary also to speak thus [that nothing in itself is one] not

only of each severally but also of them aggregated, which are set down

as man, stone, each of the animals, and the other kinds. (157b8-c1)

This is a bold and baseless move. A different set of arguments is needed to establish

the point that we can not say what man is, from those arguments needed to establish

the point that we should not say that, “Socrates is tall.” In the argument given in the

first account of perception, nothing in itself is one sort of thing, because perceptual

properties could not be in one place and because appearances conflicted: but when

we predicate political of man, it is not at all clear that we mean that the political

23The discussion of the six dice might be an exception, but this is a complicated question.
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belongs in just one place, nor is it clear that appearances will conflict on such a

point. Here both the motivations for the first account of perception are undermined.

In the second account, the thesis that nothing in itself is one thing arose from the

consideration of the puzzle of change: certain things seem to change without any

change in themselves. For example, the gray square changes to a white square when

placed next to a black square, without any change done to it (no one colored it, for

example). Again, it is not at all clear that man, as aggregated, change without any

change in themselves.

Socrates continues to extend the account beyond what the previous consid-

ersations can support in the lines that follow. After apparently reaching a stopping

point in the development of the theory, Socrates pauses to ask Theaetetus whether

he approves of this theory. Nested among the casual chit-chat, Socrates slips in a

question about whether the good and the beautiful, like the size, color, and warmth,

are not in themselves any one thing (157d). Of course, the theory that was just

discussed did not speak of the good and the beautiful. In fact, it is hard to know

where these terms would come into the account: for they neither seem to be simply

the perceived qualities that come to be between the perceiver and the perceived, nor

are they the slow moving objects.

I do not think either of these addenda should be understood as proper parts

of the theory, but instead as hints of the unexplained regions the theory cannot

reach. The theory might be able to account adequately for the perception of and the

speech about individual objects, but there is no account of the “aggregates,” nor of

the abstract qualities like the “good” and “beautiful.” Instead, the theory must be
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tenuously extrapolated to make sense of how we know and speak about aggregates

and abstract qualities.

This concludes the discussion of how Socrates, working as an advocate on

behalf of the theory, shows us that “nothing in itself is one.” What is left to show

is that perception is of what is and unerring. We will look at this portion of the

argument in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

False Appearance: Illusions and Hallucinations

5.1 Introduction

After Socrates completes the theory of perception, he asks Theaetetus whether

or not he is willing to accept the theory. Theaetetus, not altogether confidently,

agrees that it is a fantastic theory and that when he is listening, at least, he feels that

it must be accepted. With Theaetetus’ wary agreement, Socrates goes on to note that

they have not yet discussed the chief threat to such a theory—there are perceptions

and appearances that are generally agreed to be false. After Socrates introduces the

threat, he reiterates Theaetetus’ and Protagoras’ core commitments: the former to

the thesis that knowledge is perception (158a5-6), and the latter to the thesis that,

as things appear so they are to him to whom they appear (158a6-7). Theaetetus

recognizes that the generally received sentiment that there are false perceptions and

appearances is a threat to both his own definition and to Protagoras’ doctrine, but

he doesn’t know how to dispute that certain perceptions and appearances do indeed

seem false. The passage we will discuss in this chapter and the next is Socrates’

proposal for how Protagoras could have answered and how Theaetetus should answer

this threat. It is only a few short pages, stretching from 157e-160e, but it is one of

the most vexed passages in the whole dialogue.
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On behalf of Protagoras’ and Theaetetus’ cause, Socrates begins by giving

a disputatious response to the threat posed by misperceptions. Socrates suggests

that they reply by putting the burden back in the court of those who point to these

“false perceptions.” One does this simply by asking them to justify their belief that

these perceptions are indeed false. In particular, Socrates says they should ask them

whether they can know, in this moment, if they are asleep and dreaming or whether

they are awake and perceiving. Because there is no unobjectionable standard by

which they can establish that they are now awake and not dreaming, the force of their

objection diminishes, though it has not been altogether answered.1 This discussion

takes us from 157e-158e.

The purpose of the remainder of the passage, 158e-160e, is to show Theaetetus

how a proponent of the theory might give a fuller response to the threat (158e5-7).

The argument of this fuller response, however, is far from clear. Socrates begins by

getting Theaetetus to agree to a few theses about the same and the different, the like

and the unlike (158e-159a). He then turns to an example that would generally be

considered to be a misperception: the bitter way that wine tastes to Socrates when he

is sick (159a-e). After completing this example, Socrates makes some generalizations

and then concludes that all men’s perceptions, whatever condition they happen to

be in, are true (159e-160c). Finally, Socrates hints how this theory might be taken

as a theory not only of true perceptions, but also of true judgments, and finally true

1The threat is diminished because the objector can’t point to any one perception as a false
perception, even if the possibility of false perceptions remains an abstract possibility. The reason
the threat has not been answered is this: while one might not be able to say which perceptions are
true and false, this does not mean that they are all true.
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thought (160c-d).

This passage stretches even the most generous interpreters’ abilities to read

Plato’s arguments charitably. Lewis Campbell in his notes on this passage pleads

the “imperfect state of logic, which puts Socrates’ respondent at his mercy.”2 John

Cooper says, “Faced with this situation it is not easy to decide what to say. It

seems certain on careful examination of 158e-159c that one or the other of . . . two

fallacious arguments” is presented.3 John McDowell strains to find a “colourable

argument” for the theses about the same and the different, the like and the unlike,

and attributes them to, “a liking on Plato’s part for symmetry” and not any “careful

thinking out of what they might mean and how one might argue for them;” later

in the application of the argument, McDowell believes the arguments “might have

seemed acceptable to Plato, by way of a confusion” about distinguishing types from

instances.4 David Bostock says that “the argument is introduced as depending upon

the evidently false premiss that there is no distinction to be drawn between being

a different thing and being dissimilar. . . ”5 Although each of the interpreters listed

above differ in how they understand the passage, they agree that there is no way to

construe a strong argument from this passage.

The general sentiment on this passage is summed up well in Francis Cornford’s

breezy analysis: while the argument “may seem fallacious” the whole argument

is to be understood as “confined within the limits of the earlier account of sense-

2Campbell (1883), p. 68.
3Cooper (1967), p. 53.
4McDowell (1973), pp. 150, 153-154.
5Bostock (1988), pp. 75-76.
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perception.”6 In one way or another commentators generally agree that the problems

of the argument are not to be given much weight, as they are built upon hypotheses

that Plato would not accept.7

My reading begins by redressing a common error in interpretations of this

passage. Socrates will introduce two examples of misperceptions or false appear-

ances in this passage: the first is the dreams of a sleeping man, the second is the

perceptions of a sick man. The two examples immediately bring to mind the contem-

porary contrast between hallucinations and illusions. Hallucinations are perceptions

(some would say, seeming perceptions) of nothing. For example, Don Quixote is hal-

lucinating when he “sees” Dulcinea dancing next to him in an empty room. Illusions

are perceptions of something, but not in the way that something actually is. For

example, a man wearing color-inverting lenses suffers from the illusion that a red

apple is green. Interpreters of this passage have taken one of two approaches. Some

think that Plato recognizes the distinction between hallucination and illusion, and,

therefore, has Socrates give different responses to the threat posed by dreams and

that posed by the perceptions of a sick man. Others think that Plato did not dis-

tinguish between the two, and that the ensuing discussion is muddled because of his

inability to distinguish between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions of

a sick man. My position stands outside of these alternatives. I will argue that while

6Cornford (1935), p. 56.
7Some commentators argue that, while Plato believed that theory of perception is true for the

perceptible realm, it is not true of the intelligible realm, and it is this assumption that leads to the
problems of this passage (here we find proponents of reading A (described in the last two chapters),
for example, Cornford, Campbell, and Timothy Chappell). Others argue that the theory is nonsense
about everything (here we find proponents of reading B (also described in the last two chapters),
for example, G. E. L. Owen, Myles Burnyeat, and Gail Fine.
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Plato did distinguish between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions of

a sick man, his distinction does not correspond to the distinction between halluci-

nations and illusions. The distinction Plato draws between the dreams of a sleeping

man and the perceptions of a sick man is the distinction between a misperception

that arises because the wholly different appear like and a misperception that arises

because the same appear unlike. After redressing this common error, I will be able

to give a reading which shows that this passage is, in fact, coherent: this, as far as I

know, distinguishes my reading from any contemporary reading of this passage.

I will give my exegesis of this passage in the next chapter. In this chapter,

I will discuss three of the best interpretations that have been given: those given by

Cooper, McDowell and Bostock. I have picked these interpretations because they

hazard a closer look than others, and because of their varied responses to a few

important interpretive questions.

5.2 Cooper, McDowell and Bostock

I’d like to draw attention to a handful of questions that arise in interpreting

this passage. I will then focus on Cooper, McDowell, and Bostock’s ways of dealing

with these four questions.

We have already introduced the first question: how are we to understand

Plato’s distinction between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions of a

sick man? All three of the commentators whom we will consider think the distinction

between the two misperceptions corresponds to the distinction between hallucination

and illusion. They differ, however, on how and whether Plato comprehended this
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distinction. McDowell thinks that Plato failed to comprehend the significance of the

distinction. Bostock thinks that Plato comprehended the distinction, but failed to

address the hallucinatory case. Cooper thinks that Plato comprehended the distinc-

tion, but failed to give a good explanation of the illusory case.

The next three interpretive questions concern how we are to understand the

exposition and application of the theses about the same and different, like and unlike.

These theses are given from 158e-159a and concern the relation between sameness,

likeness, unlikeness, and difference. We will introduce them more thoroughly below,

but it will be helpful to give them an acronym now. I will call these theses the SLUD

(for same, like, unlike, different) theses.

Our second interpretive question concerns the fact that the exposition of the

SLUD theses seems to include at least one gross logical error: Socrates seems to

invite an inference according to this schema: if p entails q, then q entails p (158e-

159a). McDowell and Bostock give awkward defenses of this obviously fallacious

move. Cooper gives an interpretation that removes the worry altogether.

Our third question is why Socrates applies the SLUD theses to argue that two

different perceptions are necessarily unlike. But why is he making this argument?

All three commentators agree that it is unnecessary, for all that Socrates needs to

show is that two different perceptions could be unlike, not that they must be unlike.

Fourth, we should ask why the application of the SLUD theses to the par-

ticular case that Socrates introduce, and then the generalization of this application

includes a radical thesis: the non-persistence of persons and, possibly, objects (159b-
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160c). McDowell, Bostock and Cooper all differ in how important this radical thesis

is to the argument.

Let’s take a look at how McDowell answers these questions.

5.2.1 McDowell

McDowell’s commentary on this passage does not amount to a reading, so

much as a series of frustrated observations about the coherence of each successive

part of the passage. He is most concerned with two problems in the passage: the lack

of a distinction between perceptions and hallucinatory appearances in the statement

of the objection (this concerns our first interpretive question); and the incoherence

of the derivation and application of the SLUD theses 158e-160b (this concerns our

second, third and fourth interpretive questions). McDowell thinks that the best that

can be made of the passage is to expand the brief suggestion at 160c4-5, in which the

emphasis is on the fact that “perceptual qualities do not belong to objects on their

own, but are produced by the interaction of objects with perceivers.”8 McDowell

thinks that all that needs to be shown in this passage is that an object could appear

different to different perceivers, not that it must. For this, relativism is enough,

and the discussion of the SLUD theses is entirely besides the point. This argument,

McDowell says,

...would enable Plato to avoid most of the oddity mentioned above. Dreams

and hallucinations could in any case be dealt with separately. And a de-

8McDowell (1973), p. 157.
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fence of the equation on the above lines would not require any of the

argumentation (which accounts for most, at any rate, of the strangeness

in the section 158e-160e) designed to establish the conclusion that what

I perceive is what it is for me alone.9

But by far the most striking feature of McDowell’s reading of this passage is that

he dismisses the importance of any allusions to a thesis about the non-persistence of

persons or objects. On the whole, if McDowell has a reading, it is this: Plato should

simply delete 158e-160e.10

Let’s look more closely at the two problems that McDowell sees in this passage,

and his dismissal of the non-persistence theses.

McDowell believes that perception should not encompass hallucinations or

dreams. This is because hallucinations and dreams are not, properly speaking, per-

ceptions.11 Perceptions, according to McDowell, are always perceptions of something.

Perceptions might still be false. False perceptions would involve perceiving something

that is, but not in the way that it is. Because he distinguishes between dreams and

perceptions, McDowell argues that the thesis that knowledge is perception is not

threatened by dreams (or more broadly, hallucinations). The thesis that knowledge

9Ibid., p. 157.
10Bostock thinks that McDowell’s reading amounts to this: “. . . the general conclusion that Mc-

Dowell very candidly draws is distinctly unattractive. It is that virtually all of 153d-160a has turned
out to be simply irrelevant”(Bostock (1988), p. 79). I don’t see that McDowell argues that we throw
out 153d-158e (though he is ambivalent about 157e-158e), but he certainly argues that we should
throw out 158e-160e.

11This thesis is the germinating seed for disjunctive theories of perception. Once one accepts that
hallucinatory experiences are not types of perceptions but an entirely different experience, it is a
shorter step to the thesis that true perceptions and false perceptions are different in a similar way.
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is perception need only be guarded against conflicting and apparently false percep-

tions of things that are. In answer to this worry some sort of relativistic story should

be sufficient.

McDowell’s position on this point is quite attractive. It is particularly attrac-

tive if one has any sympathy for Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge as perception:

for, if one rules out a whole class of possible false perceptions as perceptions, then

it is that much more plausible that perception is knowledge. But we must tread

carefully. The thesis that knowledge is perception has a different meaning for the

Protagoreans than it does for McDowell: for McDowell perception is a special class

of appearances that is defined from a metaphysically omniscient viewpoint. But the

Protagoreans, at least as Plato has Socrates portray them here, are interested in

proving that anything that appears to them is knowledge; one instance of this thesis

is that if something appears to be a perception, then it is a perception. We can learn

from McDowell’s stance: the fact that Socrates addresses the case of hallucinations

should be understood as a repercussion of the fact that Theaetetus’ definition has

been associated with Protagoreanism.

Let’s turn now to the remainder of the passage which is concerned with the

derivation and application of the SLUD theses. This passage divides into (1) the

derivation of the SLUD theses (158e-159a), (2) an application of these principles

to the perceptions of Socrates when he is ill and when he is well (159b2-e6), and

(3) a generalization of this case and the explanation of how all perceptions are true

(159e7-160d4).
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McDowell thinks that the first part of the passage (158e-159a) presents an

argument with four separate conclusions. McDowell only attempts to reconstruct

the argument for the third: “It is hard enough to reconstruct, from this passage, a

colourable argument for (C3), without attempting to do the same for the other three

conclusions.”12 Reading McDowell on this passage one gets the distinct impression

that he is irritated with Plato’s want of logical rigor. And, it is no wonder, for here

is McDowell’s reconstruction of the argument for (C3):

(1) If something is wholly different from something else, it cannot have a

power in common with it.

(2) If something is (wholly) different from something else, it cannot have

anything in common with it.

(3) If something is (wholly) different from something else, it is unlike it.

(C3) If something becomes unlike itself, it becomes different.

The move from (1) to (2) is a generalization made by Theaetetus. The move from

(2) to (3) is an inference made by Socrates. At this point, Socrates asks Theaetetus

whether he is to conclude (C3), and Theaetetus agrees. McDowell conjectures that

the argument is that from (3) we are to infer (3′):

(3′) If something is unlike something, then it is different from it.

Then, from (3′), we are to infer (C3).

12Ibid., p. 150.
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McDowell finds fault, of course, with the inference from (3) to (3′), and from

(3′) to (C3). The move from (3) to (3′) is obviously fallacious (McDowell thinks it

is the application of the false principle that if p entails q, q entails p.) The move

from (3′) to (C3) McDowell objects to on the grounds that substitution instances

in what we nowadays know as Leibniz’s Law, should always take time indications

with predicate-expressions: “What Leibniz’s Law requires is that whatever is true of

a thing x at any given time must be true at that time of anything identical with x.

But one and the same thing can have different things true of it at different times.”13

If this is the argument that Socrates gives, we can hardly disagree with McDowell’s

assessment.

I see little reason, however, to take the said passage as an argument towards

the conclusions that McDowell states. The “conclusions” that McDowell lists (which

include not only C3, but also C1, C2, and C4, for which McDowell does not even

attempt to reconstruct an argument) are better understood simply as a list of prin-

ciples with which Theaetetus is free, that is free from any force from what has gone

before, to agree or disagree.

In defense of McDowell’s reading, there are two, not overwhelming, textual

indications that this passage presents a conditional (whose antecedent is at 158e7-

159a5 and whose consequent is at 159a6-9) that Theaetetus, at least, accepts. The

first is that Socrates introduces 159a6-9, the proposed consequent, with the particle

“�ra,” which is sometimes translated “therefore.” However, “�ra” should not be

13McDowell (1973), p. 150.
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understood as a strong “therefore,” particularly not in a question.14 Instead it should

be understood as a doubtful “therefore.” One might imagine it accompanied by a

questioning voice, the raising of the eyebrows, and a worried expression.15 Socrates’

point could simply be that since Theaetetus agrees to the less likely principle that

the different are unlike, he might also agree with the more likely claims, stated at

159a6-9. The second hint that there might be some sort of implicit argument, is that

in response to Socrates’ question of whether or not the claims stated at 159a6-9 are

true, Theaetetus says, “necessarily.” This might be construed as an acknowledgment

that what was just said does indeed follow from what has gone before. But it

certainly need not be taken that way. An explanation for this reading would require

an argument, the chief piece of which would be showing that these principles can

be reasonably thought, by Theaetetus at least, to follow: but it is unlikely that

Theaetetus, an extraordinarily gifted mathematician, would make such a mistake. It

is thus much more natural to read Theaetetus’ assent as an assent to the force of the

principles on their own merit.16 And, indeed, as even McDowell acknowledges, these

principles do have some force on their own.17

Let’s turn now to McDowell’s discussion of the application of these principles

to a particular man, Socrates (159b2-c10), and then to the application of these

14LSJ (1996), defn. B2.
15LSJ (1996), defn. B2.
16Similar principles are also introduced in the Parm., 139e-140a.
17McDowell takes them to be statements of Leibniz’s law (McDowell (1973), p. 150). McDowell is

referring to the thesis that discernibles are not identical; he formulates the thesis thus: “if something
is true of a thing x but not of a thing y, then x is not identical with y”(ibid., p. 150). This thesis
is more commonly known by its contrapositive, called the identity of indiscernibles. See page 181,
below, for more discussion of Leibniz’s laws.
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principles to Socrates’ perception of wine (159c10-e6). In the first passage, Socrates

argues that because Socrates ill and Socrates well are unlike, they are different. In

the second passage, Socrates argues for some repercussions of this claim.

McDowell does not look very closely at either of these arguments. McDowell

seems to believe that the use of “wholly” in the first passage indicates some sort of

slip up,18 so that Plato does not seriously think that Socrates ill and Socrates well

are different just because they are unlike. McDowell conjectures that Plato indicates

his reservations about this argument by having Theaetetus ask about the use of

“wholly” (at 159b6-7).

In the second part of the argument, Socrates uses the claim that Socrates ill

and Socrates well are unlike to explain why their perceptions are unlike. McDowell

believes, first, that the conclusion of the latter part of the argument is simply that

wine will taste sweet to well Socrates and bitter to ill Socrates. McDowell also

believes that it is reasonable to suppose that the wine would indeed taste this way

to Socrates when he is well and Socrates when he is ill. But he is quick to add

that the plausibility of the argument rests on the reasonableness of this conclusion

rather than on the fact that Socrates ill and Socrates well are different and therefore

have different and unlike perceptions. About the more general claim, which is only

implied at this point, that different perceptions are always unlike, McDowell neither

sees the plausibility of the claim, nor the reason why Plato would think it necessary to

bring in as support for either Theaetetus’ definition or Protagoras’ doctrine. Overall,

18See McDowell’s note on 159b2-c3, McDowell (1973), p. 151.
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McDowell does not seem terribly interested in how Plato gets his conclusions in this

section.19 McDowell thinks that Plato is either making haphazard arguments for

unreasonable conclusions, or, when the conclusions are reasonable, propping them

up with absurd arguments that are later used for unlikely conclusions. So, McDowell

seems to say—let’s not bother with these arguments and just move on.

McDowell’s dismissive air brings us to the most contentious aspect of his

reading: he argues that the non-persistence thesis that Socrates introduces was either

unintentional on Plato’s part, or an afterthought. Socrates introduces the non-

persistence thesis in the following passage (McDowell’s translation):

So, for my part, I’ll never come to be perceiving any other thing in just

that way; because there’s another perception for the other thing, and

it makes the perceiver otherwise qualified and another thing. And, for

its part, the thing which acts on me will never, by coming into contact

with another person, generate the same product and come to be qualified

in just that way; because from another person it will generate another

product and come to be otherwise qualified. (159e7-160a3)

McDowell takes this passage to state a pair of parallel arguments. The first argument

shows that “Socrates will never come to be perceiving any other object in precisely

the way in which he perceives the wine.”20 The second argument shows that, “the

wine will not come to be qualified in precisely the same way, in relation to any

19McDowell (1973), p. 151.
20McDowell (1973), p. 152.
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other perceiver, as it does in relation to Socrates.”21 From both of these arguments,

McDowell dismisses the importance of the more radical conclusions that some have

seen in this passage: that (a) another perceiving makes another sort and another

perceiver, and (b) another perceiving makes another sort and another perceived.

These radical conclusions are theses about the non-persistence of perceivers, like So-

crates, and the non-persistence of ordinary perceived things, like wine. McDowell

emphasizes that the point of these passages is to show that two different percep-

tions are always unlike, and that these other theses, if they are there, are “only an

afterthought.”22

McDowell gives three reasons for this “editing.” The first is that while (a) is

stated (b) is not.23 McDowell is right to point this out. It is rather strange that (b)

should be left out. But I don’t think we should conclude that because (b) is not there,

(a) isn’t. Instead, we might try to understand why (a) is necessary, while (b) is not

necessary for the argument that Socrates will never again become thus perceiving.

(I will give a reading of this passage later that will do this.24) McDowell’s second

reason for dismissing the non-persistence thesis (now, presumably, restricted to (a))

is his belief that Plato does not really want this conclusion, for he does not put

it at the beginning.25 After writing McDowell’s argument down in one’s diary of

21Ibid., p. 152.
22Ibid., p. 152.
23McDowell (1973), p. 152, note 2a.
24The absence of (b) is also explained by a subtlety in the theory of perception that I described

in the last chapter. While the perceptual properties fill and therefore change the perceiver, they
only “fill all around” the perceived. Whether or not these objects actually change in the process of
perception thus remains unclear in the theory. See the previous chapter for more discussion.

25Ibid., p. 152, note 2b.

153



philosophical ninja moves to pull out when all else fails, one should observe that, in

fact, (a) is not only in the second sentence, but very well might be in the first. The

first sentence is this: “So, for my part, I will never come to be perceiving any other

thing in just that way.” If one rereads this sentence with a stress on the “I,” then

it seems entirely plausible that the point is that I will never become thus perceiving

again, because I will not persist. If one reads the first sentence in this way, then

(a) is not only in the first sentence, but it is reiterated in the second sentence, in

case one should try to ignore it. McDowell’s third reason for thinking that Plato did

not really mean (a), is that the statements of the principles do not emphasize the

impermanence of perceivers, but instead almost seem to require permanence for the

statements to make sense.26 McDowell is right to point out that it is incoherent to

declare the impermanence of the perceiver from one moment of perception to another,

on account of the fact that the perceiver, which must be implicitly understood to

be the same perceiver, is meeting a new object. This is a good observation. But

I think it is the difficulty of Socrates’ topic that impedes his coherent expression,

and not that the impermanence of the perceiver is “an afterthought.”27 Pronominal

reference is contextually sensitive, and it is hard to pick up a different “perceiver”

in successive clauses even if it is explicitly stated that the perceiver is different.

Socrates is faced here with the difficulty of using ordinary language to express an

“extraordinary account” (lìgon oÎ faÜlon).

26Ibid., p. 152, note 2c.
27Ibid., p. 152.
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McDowell continues, even if we do not put much weight on the non-persistence

thesis, the argument that different perceptions are always unlike is still paradoxical.28

He is certainly right about this. Socrates’ argument, as McDowell characterizes it, is

that each perception must be unlike every other for each perception is a numerically

different perception. This claim, McDowell believes, rests on the principle stated

before that difference entails unlikeness (158e7-159a5). McDowell tries to make this

implausible conclusion more plausible by saying that perhaps Plato thought that

different instantiations of the same quality still entailed dissimilarity, and this “by

way of a confusion between what it is to distinguish quality-instances and what it

is to distinguish varieties of a quality (e. g. shades of a colour).”29 But McDowell’s

argument here is suspect for a number of reasons. The first reason is that it imputes

a want of metaphysical subtlety to Plato. Second, McDowell’s reading is suspect

because it requires that Socrates is incorrectly applying the earlier thesis that differ-

ence entails unlikeness. It is an inept application because the thesis that difference

entails unlikeness is this: things that are wholly different are unlike (158e7-159a5).

Socrates and Theaetetus repeat a number of times, and in a number of different ways,

the strength of the antecedent. The perception of wine on two different occasions

might be different in some ways, but it is not “wholly,” “in all ways,” and “exactly”

different. I will show in my own reading that McDowell, in dismissing (a) (the non-

persistence of persons), dismisses one of the premises upon which this argument is

based, and is thus led to import an additional and inappropriate premise that the

28McDowell (1973), p. 153.
29Ibid., p. 153.
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wholly different are unlike.

In McDowell’s analysis of this passage there is a tendency either to excuse or

to overlook the arguments for those conclusions McDowell finds trivial, to dismiss

the conclusions he thinks utterly ridiculous, and to scrutinize the arguments for

conclusions he judges are neither trivial nor ridiculous. Generally speaking these are

good principles that should focus one’s attention on what is most important: the

philosophical arguments for those conclusions that are most likely to be true. But I

think that McDowell’s reading of this passage demonstrates the occasional danger in

the application of this method. For there are here reasonable arguments that support

unlikely conclusions, and peculiar arguments that support likely conclusions: but it

is only by noticing the latter that the former become evident. In particular, it is

the peculiar argument that he is using to support the likely conclusion that wine

tastes bitter to Socrates when he is ill and sweet to Socrates when he is well, that

will help us understand the reasonable, though not necessarily acceptable, argument

that might be given for the unlikely conclusion that different perceptions are unlike.

Let us turn now to Bostock’s reading.

5.2.2 Bostock

Like McDowell, Bostock thinks that the distinction between the dreams of

a sleeping man and the perceptions of a sick man corresponds to the distinction

between hallucinations and illusions. Unlike McDowell, however, Bostock thinks

that hallucinations pose a serious threat to Theaetetus’ thesis that perception is

knowledge. Further, Bostock does not think that Socrates’ disputatious and skeptical
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response at the outset of the discussion justifies the claim that hallucinations are true

(as we will see, Cooper does). Bostock point out that, “Even if it is conceded that

we cannot tell which judgements are true, those we make when dreaming or those we

make when awake—because we cannot tell whether we are dreaming or awake—still it

does not follow that they are all true.”30 But one might think that although Socrates

doesn’t adequately address hallucinations at least he goes on to adequately addresses

illusions. But Bostock goes on to argue that because Heraclitus’ theory leads to the

dissolution of persons and things, the illusory cases reduce to hallucinatory cases.

Therefore, Socrates, in failing to defend the theory against the hallucinatory cases,

fails to defend the theory against all cases of misperception. Let’s take a closer look

at Bostock’s argument.

Bostock takes the first of the SLUD theses (the reader will recall that I have

used the acronym SLUD for the theses about the same, different, like and unlike)—

that the wholly different are unlike—to be the antecedent from which the latter

SLUD theses follow. If he is right then Socrates, if not Plato, is making the false

inference that, if p then q, then, if q then p. And this is how Bostock takes the

argument.31

Bostock then turns to see how these principles are applied. Bostock sets out

two of the SLUD theses he thinks Socrates uses in the argument to follow:

(i) If x and y are different objects, then they are dissimilar (in any respect

you care to mention).

30Bostock (1988), p. 71.
31Bostock (1988), p. 72.
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(ii) If x and y are the same object, then they are similar (in any respect

you care to mention).32

Bostock thinks that (i) is used to show that different perceptions can, indeed must,

be unlike. Again, like McDowell, Bostock observes that (i) is “obviously a totally

implausible claim,” that it “does not seem to be needed for the defence of the Protag-

orean thesis” and finally that, “It is difficult...to see why Plato has introduced it.”33

This is because, again, Socrates, acting as a proponent of the theory, only needs to

show that different perceptions of the same thing could be unlike, not that they must

be unlike. Bostock thinks that (ii) is used to show that Socrates ill and Socrates well

are different. Like McDowell, he observes that this argument would seem to be an

illegitimate application of Leibniz’s law. Bostock also ignores, and therefore fails to

explain, the reason that Socrates has switched from “to be” to “comes to be.”

Bostock hesitates to attribute these infelicitous arguments to Plato, preferring

instead to write that there “must be some deliberate sophistry in this argument.”34

Bostock does not worry too much about these strange arguments, for he believes

it is clear that Plato would not have accepted the arguments, and that all that

was needed in Plato’s mind was an argument that was, “plausible enough for the

purpose of helping the ‘secret doctrine’ on its way, and reinforcing the idea that what

we ordinarily think of as persisting things are really collections of more evanescent

entities.”35

32Bostock (1988), p. 72.
33Bostock (1988), p. 73. This is similar to McDowell’s reading.
34Bostock (1988), p. 74.
35Ibid., p. 74.
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However, in helping the secret doctrine on its way, Bostock observes that

the distinction between illusions and hallucinations begins to seem arbitrary (the

distinction between illusions and hallucinations is, itself, an illusion). If persons

and objects do not persist through time, they must be understood as collections of

“evanescent entities,” “short-lived ‘stages’,” or “perceptions,” as Bostock variously

calls them. But understanding perceivers as collections of perceptions, and perceived

things as collections of perceivings, leads us to a metaphysics of ordinary objects

that makes the distinction between illusion and hallucination meaningless. For this

distinction rested upon the existence of an object that was “behind” how it was

perceived.

It is for this reason that Bostock thinks the failure to treat the hallucinatory

case is the eventual downfall of Socrates’ exposition of the secret doctrine: for the

secret doctrine entails that every case of perception is a hallucination.

5.2.3 Cooper

Cooper has a more precise vision of Plato’s overall purpose in this passage

than either McDowell or Bostock. His reading can be summed up as follows: (a)

Socrates has already faced down one threat to the claim that all perceptions are

true, the threat that arises from the claim that perceptions fail to correspond to

what really is;36 (b) Socrates now confronts a second threat to the claim that all

perceptions are true, the threat that arises from the claim that some perceptions

36Cooper (1967), p. 46.
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deviate from a normal or standard perception;37 (c) based on the removal of these

two threats, Socrates is able to conclude on behalf of the theory that all perceptions

are true.38

Cooper, like McDowell and Bostock, notes that there is a difference between

illusions and hallucinations. But unlike McDowell and Bostock, Cooper thinks that

Plato recognized the difference between these two classes of misperceptions and deals

with them separately. Cooper reads 158b-158e, in which Socrates questions the

possibility of distinguishing between dreams and real life, as Socrates’ way of dealing

with the hallucinatory cases.39 According to Cooper’s reading, the passage should

be taken like this: the objector says, “But what about hallucinations and illusions?”

Socrates, on behalf of Theaetetus, responds, “Well, in the case of hallucinations, we

cannot say which is a hallucination and which is not. So you cannot tell me which

is the normal sort of perception, and so you cannot show that some perceptions, in

being different from these, are false.” Socrates then moves on to the case of illusions,

which is dealt with beginning at 158e.

Cooper’s reading is plausible and has this advantage over the readings of

McDowell and Bostock: he does not impugn Plato with the charge of being either

unable to distinguish between the illusions and hallucinations, or unable to answer

the threat of hallucinations. I have two concerns that lead me to hesitate to accept

Cooper’s reading. First, Cooper takes the disputatious response to the claim that

37Ibid., p. 47.
38Ibid., pp. 48, 57.
39Cooper (1967), p. 48.
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hallucinations are false to be a serious response to this potential counterexample; but

Socrates does not frame it as such (158b5). When Socrates continues after giving this

disputatious response, he seems to indicate that there is a way to genuinely address

the worry rather than just disputing it (158e5-7). Thus McDowell’s characterization

of the first response as the superficial disputatious response, and the second response

as the more important one, seems better than Cooper’s.40 Second, if Cooper’s reading

is right, then Socrates makes a mistaken inference. Socrates argues that since one

cannot distinguish between life and a dream, and so one cannot have any grounds for

judging dreams by the standard of our waking life, or conversely, therefore waking life

cannot be the standard against which dreams are measured. The mistaken inference

is the move from incorrigibility to truth; Socrates would be guilty of assuming that

because we cannot show that dreams are false, dreams are true. But, of course, our

inability to show that something is false does not necessarily entail that it is true.

I don’t think that Cooper recognizes this difficulty in his exposition of the

passage (or at least does not recognize it as a difficulty). In addition to the fact

that he doesn’t discuss this problem, we might observe that his interpretation as a

whole depends upon the fact that Socrates thinks that incorrigibility is the same

as truth, for Cooper thinks that dismissing two different ways of showing that a

perception is wrong (that the perception fails to correspond, and that the perception

fails to measure up to standard or normal perceptions) is enough to show that these

perceptions are true. This inference requires not only that these are the only ways

of showing that a perception is wrong, but also that an inability to show that a

40McDowell (1973), pp. 146, 148.
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perception is wrong, that is, the incorrigibility of a perception, is the same as the

truth of that perception.

In defense of Cooper’s reading, I should point out that Plato does have So-

crates slide between “perception is unerring” to the claim that “perception is true”.

But here I think Cooper fails to bring to light this important distinction and the way

that it might be purposefully and necessarily abused in the defense of Theaetetus’

definition. Cooper’s interpretation could be developed if one were to explicitly ad-

dress this issue and propose that the proponents of the theory, while unable to show

that perceptions are true, can show that perceptions are unerring; and, further, that

this is the only sort of truth that can be had for perceptions.

We now turn to Cooper’s interpretation of the more difficult portion of this

passage 158e-160e. Cooper’s interpretation of the SLUD theses has one major ad-

vantage over McDowell and Bostock. Cooper recognizes that there are two possible

readings of 158e-159a. One might think that the first SLUD thesis is meant to en-

tail the latter set, or one might think that the latter set is independent of the first.

Although Cooper introduces this second alternative, he does not go on to endorse

it. But the reading is obviously preferable insofar as it avoids the uncharitable im-

putation of a gross logical error to Plato. (In my exegesis, I will try to give some

dramatic considerations for finessing these two alternatives.)

While Cooper’s overall exposition and his construal of 158e-159a improves

upon both McDowell and Bostock’s reading in a couple of regards, his analysis of

Socrates’ application of the SLUD theses would seem confused. The three SLUD

theses are:
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(i) if something is wholly different, then it is unlike (158e7-159a5),

(ii) if something is coming to be like, then it is coming to be the same

(159a6-9), and

(iii) if something is coming to be unlike, then it is coming to be different

(159a6-9).

Cooper thinks that Socrates misapplies one of these theses, though which is unclear.

Here is Cooper’s analysis of Socrates’ fallacious application:

For when Socrates goes on to argue that because Socrates-ill and Socrates-

well are unlike they must be different, he is entitled only to conclude that

they are different in some respect. But, as he has made quite explicit

just before, it is only when two things are ílwc [wholly] different that

we have the right to conclude that they do not share any capacity (and

so do not have the capacity to be similarly affected in sense perception).

Nothing has been said to show that two things in some respect different

cannot have any capacity in common.41

In the first sentence, Cooper makes it clear that he takes the inference to be from un-

likeness to difference. The applicable SLUD thesis would apparently be (iii). Cooper

continues, however, that the application of this (?) thesis is inappropriate because it

is only when things are “wholly different that we have the right to conclude that they

do not share any capacity.” It seems as if Cooper now understands the argument to

be from difference to unlikeness, and thinks that it is the application of (i) that is

41Cooper (1967), p. 52.
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inappropriate. Cooper seems to have made a false move. Perhaps the discussion of

“wholly” threw him off, so that he mistakenly slid from (iii), which does not use

the word “wholly,” to (i), which does. Whatever the reason, his analysis switches

midstream so that he thinks at the beginning that Socrates is using (iii) and at the

end that Socrates is using (i).

Despite this slip, Cooper is right to draw our attention to the dissimilarity in

the way that “wholly” is used in the statement of (i) at 158e7-159a5, and in the the

argument at 159b2-11. While the argument about Socrates ill and Socrates well is

not made invalid by the new use of “wholly” (as Cooper seems to claim), it should

lead the reader to question whether or not, in the statement of the premises ((i)-(iii)),

“wholly” was used at the right places and in the right way. But the consideration

of the soundness of the premises should be separated from the consideration of the

validity of the inferences that are based upon them. Cooper’s analysis, at best,

confuses the doubts about the soundness of the premises with the valid application

of the principles.

5.3 Conclusion

McDowell, Bostock, and Cooper fail to consider the possibility that Plato’s

distinction between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions of a sick man

might not correspond to our distinction between hallucinations and illusions. But

we should ask whether this distinction is apt for the examples that Plato presents

in this passage, and whether this distinction is faithful to the way that Plato would

have distinguished among different sorts of misperceptions.
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Next, we considered how McDowell, Bostock, and Cooper read what appears

to be a gross logical error in the derivation of the SLUD theses. McDowell and

Bostock think that Socrates is simply making a mistaken inference, whether inten-

tionally or not, they do not say. Cooper argues, I think persuasively, that the first

SLUD thesis might not be the ground for the latter theses. Unfortunately, Cooper

was not careful in his analysis of the argument to follow.

In the application of the SLUD theses to the later arguments, all three com-

mentators flail. All three are at a loss to explain why it is that Socrates is arguing

that different perceptions must be unlike.

Finally, McDowell, Bostock, and Cooper differ on the importance of the non-

persistence theses. While Bostock and Cooper incorporate the non-persistence theses

into their readings, McDowell thinks the non-persistence theses are an irrelevant

afterthought that probably aren’t intentional.

I think it is fair to say that none of these commentators gives a satisfactory

reading. McDowell and Bostock both end up with a reading that makes Plato guilty

of writing a few pages of uncharacteristically bad philosophy. Cooper gives a coherent

reading of the overall purpose. However his reading requires that Plato confused

incorrigibility with truth. Finally, none of the three can make sense of the main

argument of the passage, in which Socrates argues that it would be impossible for

one to ever have a perception that is like the one that one now has.

In the next chapter, I will give a new reading of this passage. I will begin with

a discussion of the distinction that Plato makes between the dreams of a sleeping
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man and the perceptions of a sick man, because I think that the biggest mistake

in reading this passage is in the unreflective assumption that Plato either did, or

should, classify misperceptions as we do.

166



Chapter 6

Dreaming and Bitter Wine

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I will give my reading of Socrates’ discussion of misperceptions

from 157e-160e. I have divided my reading into four sections and a conclusion. In the

first, I will address the question of whether and how Plato would have distinguished

between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions of a sick man. In the

second, I will turn to the development and presentation of the theses about sameness

and difference, likeness and unlikeness. In the third, I will turn to consider how these

theses are applied in the examples of misperception. In the fourth, I will show how

these theses are applied to show that the misperceptions are true.

6.2 Hallucination or Illusion

To begin with, let us revisit the distinction between hallucinations and illu-

sions. It is common to distinguish between two sorts of false perceptions: hallucina-

tions are perceptions that are of nothing, while illusions are perceptions of things,

but not in the way that these things are.

Now, in our passage, Socrates gives two responses to the objection that there

are some perceptions that are seemingly false: in the first response, Socrates discusses
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the perceptions of a dreaming man, and in the second response, he discusses the

perceptions of a sick man. Because dreams fall into the “hallucinatory” category,

and sick perceptions of wine fall into the “illusory” category, it is plausible to assume

that Socrates’ separate responses for dreams and for the sick man’s perceptions of

wine indicate Plato’s acknowledgment that dreams are a sort of hallucination, while

the perceptions of a sick man are a sort of illusion.1

However, while Socrates does give separate responses for dreams and for the

perceptions of a sick man, there is no reason to assume that Plato was marking a

distinction between dreams and the perceptions of a sick man in the same way as

we do. That is, there is no reason to assume that Plato was marking a distinction

between a hallucinatory and an illusory case.

In fact, there is some prima facie evidence against this assumption. Socrates,

at least, does not seem to recognize that there is any fundamental difference between

the example of a sleeping man dreaming and the example of a sick man tasting wine.

For example, in his initial description of different sorts of misperceptions (157e), he

classifies dreams, insanity and other diseases together — as if there were no distinc-

tion between the dreams of a sleeping man, the hallucinations of a madman, and the

illusions of a sick man. Later, in the discussion of the perception of wine, Socrates

will lump the cases together again (159b). Both of these passages show that So-

crates would not classify dreams as hallucinations, while classifying sick perceptions

1McDowell, Bostock and Cooper all make this assumption, though they differ on whether or not
Plato fully comprehends the importance of the distinction between hallucination and illusion.
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as a different, illusory, case.2 In fact, these passages show that Socrates does not

distinguish the cases at all.

One might be led to conclude that Plato too would not have distinguished

these cases. But the fact that Plato separates Socrates’ discussion of the dreaming

man from the ill man may incline one to believe that Plato was well aware of some

disanalogy in these cases, even if he does write ignorance into Socrates’ character.

This, in turn, may lead one to take a closer look at how Socrates and Theaetetus

characterize the dreaming man’s and the sick man’s perceptions. If one does this,

a very neat description of the disanalogy emerges. Let’s consider how it is that

Socrates and Theaetetus describe these examples of misperception.

When Theaetetus is asked to compare real life and dream life he says the

following:

...in all ways they correspond like counterparts. Nothing prevents the

discussion that we are now having from being one that I imagine in my

sleep. And whenever in a dream we seem to dream, the likeness of one

to the other is extraordinary. (158c4-8)

Theaetetus observes that one salient feature of dream life is that it could correspond

exactly to the perceptions of real life. Theaetetus is observing that there is (or could

be, at least) a phenomenological similarity to dream life and waking life. They seem,

or could seem, exactly alike.

2In fact, one might connect Socrates’ failure to distinguish between dreams and sick perceptions
with the failure, in the next part of the dialogue, to explain false belief: the failure to distinguish
between beliefs that are about nothing, and beliefs that are about something being other than how
it is, might explain the inability of Socrates to understand false belief (c.f. 189a).

169



Socrates has his own contribution to make about the contrast between dream

life and the perceptions of real life:

. . . and since the time in which we lie down to sleep and in which are

awake is the same, and in each our soul contends that the beliefs which

are at hand are, more than all else, true, it ends up that for half the

time we say one set of beings are, and for the other half, that these other

beings are, and we confidently affirm each of these two sets of beings

similarly. (158d1-6)

Socrates points not to the similarity between real life and dreams but to the different

objects that we are presented with. Socrates claims that dreams and waking life could

lead us (since we confidently affirm that the beliefs at hand are always true) to assert

the reality of two different sets of objects.3

Where Theaetetus points out a likeness in the phenomenology of dreaming

and waking life, Socrates declares that dreams and waking life might lead us to assert

the existence of different objects. Together Theaetetus’ and Socrates’ observations

show that the contrast between dream life and waking life is a contrast that reveals

how things that appear like in all their characteristics can be different.

Let’s turn to the contrast between healthy and diseased perceptions. To begin

with, Theaetetus is asked about a case in which the same man might be in unlike

3Plato’s statement of Socrates’ position is subtle. Plato does not, for example, have Socrates
commit the intentional fallacy (if I perceive that x, then there is an x that I perceive). Plato guards
against this by leaving room for a four stage progression, each stage of which does not necessarily
follow from the former: (1) I perceive x, (2) I have a belief that is related to my perception of x,
(3) I contend that my belief is true, and (4) I assert that there is an x.
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states. He is then confronted with the fact that the same wine would appear unlike

to these unlike men, according to their theory of perception. In this passage, Plato

presents us with two examples of the same appearing unlike: the same man appearing

well and ill, and the same wine appearing bitter and sweet. In both examples, the

reader is invited to observe that things that appear unlike are often the same.

Together the description of the sleeping man’s dreams and the sick man’s

perception test our own intuitions, and, perhaps, present Plato’s own beliefs about

the same and the different, the like and the unlike. In fact, the examples bring to light

two näıve intuitions: it is possible for the different to be like, and it is possible for

the same to be unlike. In addition, Plato’s characterization of the cases suggests that

Plato would distinguish between the dreams of a sleeping man and the perceptions

of a sick man, not because the former are hallucinations and the latter are illusions,

but rather because the former is a case of the different appearing like, and the latter

is a case of the same appearing unlike.

Socrates’ goal in this passage is to defend the theory against the charge that

there are misperceptions and that these two examples are two sorts of misperceptions.

But while there is an intuitive appeal to the idea that the different appearing like and

the same appearing unlike are examples of misperceptions, it’s worth being pedantic

about what, precisely, would make these instances of false perception. Why should

a likeness of different things be a misperception? Why should an unlikeness in the

same thing be a misperception?

In fact, there is nothing obviously false about the perceptions so described.

To understand what makes these sorts of perceptions false, we will have to return to
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the specific examples that Plato gives and then ask how the falseness arises from the

likeness of the different and the unlikeness of the same. Let’s begin with the case of

dreams.

If dreams are false, what is it that makes them false? Theaetetus says that

he doesn’t know how to object that the madman believes and the dreamer imagines

what is not (158b).4 The falseness arises from the mistaken belief or imagination

that things that are not, are. The source of this power resides, as Theaetetus goes

on to suggest, in likeness. There is no way to distinguish the appearance of things

that are, from things that are not, because they could be alike in every respect. The

possibility of the likeness of what is to what is not leads Socrates to declare that

both in dreaming and in waking life, “our soul contends that the beliefs that are at

hand are, more than all else, true, so that it ends up that for half the time we say

one set of beings are, and for the other half, that these other beings are, and we

confidently affirm each of these two sets of beings similarly” (158d2-6). Dreams are

examples of misperceptions, because the likeness of what is not to what is leads the

soul to contend that the different—what is not, and what is—are the same.5

Let’s turn to Socrates’ second example of misperception: the bitter taste of

wine to a sick man. If the sick man’s perceptions are false, what is it that makes

4Theaetetus slips in both “belief” and “imagine,” in his description of what makes Socrates’ “mis-
perceptions” false. Plato might be acknowledging some hesitancy in thinking that mere dreams or
perceptions could be false. Instead it is the belief or the imagination that the dreams or perceptions
are of what is that is false.

5Again, one might observe that the perception itself is not false. There is nothing false about
the different appearing like. As we have described the case, the perception is misleading, perhaps,
but it is not false. Instead it is the judgement that is based on the perception that is false. More
on this below.
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them false? Socrates and Theaetetus do not discuss how it is that the opponent of

Theaetetus’ and Protagoras’ theory will explain that the sick perception is false. But

we can imagine that the opponent would develop the example in one of two ways.

Whenever a sick man, like ill Socrates, tastes wine, he might conclude that the wine

that tastes bitter, is a bitter wine. The opponent might then argue that because

the wine tastes sweet to a normal healthy perceiver the wine is sweet. After tasting

the wine, if ill Socrates concludes that the sweet wine is a bitter wine then he will

believe that the same thing is different from itself: his perception will lead to a false

perceptual judgement about the wine. Theaetetus might respond to the objector

that there is no way to know that the healthy perceptions are the right ones. But

then the objector could develop the case in the following way. When the wine tastes

unlike the wine he had yesterday, ill Socrates might conclude that he is tasting a

different wine. If he were to do this, ill Socrates would mistake the same for the

different because it tastes unlike.

Both ways of developing the case demonstrate that the same, by appearing

unlike, might be mistaken for the different. The unlikeness (either between the two

perceptions, or between the perception and what is the case) leads the soul to contend

that what is the same (the wine) is different (either from what it was yesterday, or

from what it currently is).6

6Built into the discussion of this case is a discussion of whether ill and well Socrates are the
same or different. Here we see a misjudgement on Theaetetus’ part parallel to the misjudgement
that the wine taster, Socrates, makes. Theaetetus believes that a dissimilarity in Socrates ill and
Socrates well makes them different men. Here too an unlikeness leads to mistaking the same for the
different. Plato has paired Socrates’ mistaken judgements about wine with Theaetetus’ mistaken
judgements about persons. Plato makes a similar pair in the first example: where the dreamer’s
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Plato’s two examples correspond to two sources of error: the (sometimes) like-

ness of the different, and the (sometimes) unlikeness of the same. We might wonder

whether this division carves out two sets of misperceptions that are extensionally

equivalent to hallucinations and illusions. Let’s consider an example that shows that

they are not. Socrates and Theaetetus are different men who look alike. One can

imagine seeing Socrates and mistaking him for Theaetetus. This sort of case falls

into Plato’s first class; it is a case in which the different looks like. Now, would we

classify this case as an example of hallucination? Clearly not. So it must be a case

of illusion. It is not an illusion either. When one sees Socrates in the distance, one

might not perceive anything in a way other than it is. We would argue that the

mistake lies, not in the perception, but in the inference about whom one sees. In

other words, we would argue that this is a case of false belief, but not a case of false

perception.

This example leads to an important point in Plato’s examples. While the

source of error is the likeness of the different and the unlikeness of the same, the

perception of a likeness in the different and the perception of unlikeness in the same

are not false. There is nothing inherently contadictory in saying that the different

are like or that the same are unlike. The false comes about when the appearance of

likeness leads one to believe that the different are the same and when the appearance

of unlikeness leads one to believe that what is the same is different. While hallu-

cinations and illusions classify two sorts of false perceptions, Plato’s examples have

mistaken judgement about what is and what is not is paired with Theaetetus’ attraction to the
skeptical conclusion that what is and what is not are not different.
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pointed out two sorts of false judgements that arise from perceptions. The dreams

represent cases in which the different, because it appears like, might be mistaken for

the same. The sick man’s perceptions represent cases in which the same, because it

appears unlike, might be mistaken for the different.

Plato’s classification, as I have suggested we develop it here, shows two ways

that perceptions might lead to false judgements. But the perceptions, in themselves,

are not, at least not obviously, what are false about these examples. The perception

of two different things as alike, even exactly alike, does not make the perception

false. Nor does the perception of the very same thing as unlike itself make that

perception false. These perceptions, however, invite false judgements: the similarity

of different things invites the judgement that the different are the same, while the

dissimilarity in the same thing invites the judgement that the same thing is different

from itself. These perceptions, then, might not be false, but they certainly invite

false judgement.

However, neither Theaetetus nor Protagoras would make the distinction be-

tween perception and judgement, so, for them, the appearance of likeness is one and

the same as the judgement of sameness. Similarly, for Theaetetus and Protagoras,

an appearance of unlikeness is one and the same as the judgement of difference. In

fact, these general reflections on the passage are in perfect accord with the nuts and

bolts of the discussion between Theaetetus and Socrates: for in this passage, Theae-

tetus agrees to the SLUD theses, which are essentially theses denying a distinction

between likeness and sameness and unlikeness and difference. Because they do not

distinguish between the appearance of likeness and the judgement of sameness and
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the appearance of unlikeness and the judgement of difference, Theaetetus and Pro-

tagoras are threatened by examples in which the different appear like and the same

appear unlike. For them, these cases are already contradictory. Socrates, acting as

a proponent of their theory, must explain away these contradictions, but he must do

this without reinstating a distinction between perception and judgement.

Now, with these general reflections on Plato’s purpose in this passage, we

return to the argument that Socrates and Theaetetus develop together.

6.3 SLUD

The short passage in which the theses about the same and the different the

like and the unlike are introduced should be split into two ([1]: 158e7-159a5, and [2]:

159a6-9). In the first half, Theaetetus agrees to a thesis about the relation between

the different and the unlike, and in the second half, Theaetetus agrees to a pair of

theses about how the generation of likeness and unlikeness leads to a generation of

sameness and difference. Here is a list of the theses Theaetetus agrees to:

1. That which is wholly different is unlike (from [1]: 158e7-159a5).

2. (a) That which becomes like becomes same (from [2]: 159a6-9).

(b) That which becomes unlike becomes different (from [2]: 159a6-9).

The most common take on this passage is that Socrates is giving a wretched argument

that (1) entails (2a) and (2b) (cf. Cooper’s first reading, McDowell, and Bostock).
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This reading requires proponents to fault Socrates (if not Plato) with a crude under-

standing of basic laws of logic; Campbell, for example, pleads the “imperfect state of

logic” (call this the “Uncharitable Reading”).7 Alternatively, we could accept Coo-

per’s analysis of the argument. According to him, it is possible that Socrates might

be introducing (2a) and (2b) without the implication that they follow from (1).

In favor of the Uncharitable Reading, we might note that Socrates uses the

particle “�ra” to introduce [2], suggesting to Theaetetus a possible inference (“�ra”

in this interrogative context should be translated as “therefore”, but would be ac-

companied in speech by a questioning voice). And Theaetetus’ response to [2], in

particular his use of “�n�gkh” (“necessarily”), might indicate that he takes it that

there is an inference from (1) to both (2a) and (2b).

On the other hand, in favor of Cooper’s reading, we might notice, as McDowell

notices, that it is hard to form a “colourable argument” from (1) to (2a) and (2b).

Further, we might observe, Socrates doesn’t try. Should we really place so much

weight on a small particle and Theaetetus’ use of “�n�gkh”, both of which are easy

enough to explain in other ways (just translate “�ra”“And then”, with the sense,

“And then would you also agree . . . ”, and note that what makes (2a) and (2b)

necessary is their truth and not the truth of (1)).

Before spending too much time on this question, we should consider what

rests on this point. If we are to read the argument that (1) entails (2a) and (2b)

into this passage, then it is certainly not obvious that it is Plato’s argument (we

7Campbell (1883), p. 68.
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should not fault him with the logical incompetence of assuming that if p entails

q, then a q-ish thesis entails a p-ish thesis, particularly when he does not make

such an argument explicit). All that one could fairly conclude is that Theaetetus’

intuitions about the same and the different and the like and the unlike are “blowing

in the wind”, and that Socrates is playing the part of a sophist in his defense of

a sophist. I am comfortable granting this conclusion to those who would argue for

the Uncharitable Reading, even without granting their premise that Socrates (and

possibly Plato) thought that converses are equivalent. So, I would suggest that rather

than speculating on a possible argument where it is clear that Plato did not write

one, let’s take a closer look at [1] and [2] on their own terms.

6.3.1 The wholly different are unlike

In the first part of our passage ([1] above) Socrates gives the argument for

the thesis that the wholly different are unlike. Here is his argument:

Soc: Then hear from me what might be said by those men who set it

down that the things a man believes at any time are true for him who

believes. They give an account, so I imagine, thus, asking: “Theaetetus,

will what is different in all respects have any power that is the same as

that from which it differs? And let us not take up that which we say is in

one way the same, but in another way different, but that which is wholly

different.

Theaet: It is impossible, then, that it have anything the same, either in

power, or in any other way, whenever it is utterly different.
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Soc: Then isn’t it necessary to agree that such a thing is also unlike?

Theaet: I believe so. (158e6-159a5)

This passage presents a pair of conditional sentences: (1) If something is wholly

different from something else, then it has nothing the same (neither power (suggests

Socrates), nor anything else, says Theaetetus), (2) If something has nothing the same

as another thing, then it is unlike the other thing. From these two conditionals we

might draw the following conclusion: if something is wholly different from something

else, then it is unlike the other thing. Call this thesis WDU (wholly different are

unlike).

Let’s take a closer look at WDU. First, we might observe that Socrates and

Theaetetus do their part to work a lot into the antecedent of WDU. The initial

premise, that one has things that are different, is reiterated three times, and in three

ways. In the initial question Socrates posits that the things are in all ways different

(éteron ® pant�pasin, 158e8). Then, to reiterate this point, he says that they are

wholly different (ílwc éteron, 158e10). Finally, we have Theaetetus’ own under-

standing of what is being said, when he repeats the assumption back to Socrates:

Theaetetus describes them as utterly different (komid¬ éteron, 159a2). WDU tells

us that if we have a pair of things that are “in all ways”, “wholly”, and “utterly”

different, then we can be sure that they are unlike. We might wonder whether this

condition is ever fulfilled, and whether the point might not be that it is impossible to

be in all ways, wholly and utterly different. For example, won’t all things have this

power in common: the power to be the same as themselves. When we turn to the

consequent we note the conspicuous lack of qualifiers. How are these wholly different
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things unlike? Are they “in all ways”, “wholly” and “utterly” unlike? Or are they

only unlike in “some way,” “in part,” or “on the whole”? Socrates does not specify,

and Theaetetus does not ask. Let’s turn now to the statement of the other SLUD

theses.

6.3.2 Becoming like, it becomes the same; and becoming unlike, it
becomes different

In the second part of our passage, Socrates introduces a new set of theses:

[2] Socrates: Then, if it comes to pass that something comes to be like or

unlike something, either itself or something else, will we say that while it

grows like, same comes to be, and while it grows unlike, different comes

to be?

Theaetetus: Necessarily. (159a6-9)

McDowell, Bostock, and Cooper each make a similar simplification in their analysis

of this passage; they do not address the shift from the verb “to be” in part [1] to the

verb “comes to be” in part [2] (158e8 compared to 159a6, a8).8 If one makes this

simplification then the theses Theaetetus agrees to are these:

1. If something is like, then it is the same.

2. If something is unlike, then it is different.

8Cooper (1967), pp. 50-51, McDowell (1973), pp. 148-149 (while McDowell’s statement of the
theses includes “becomes” his analysis of the argument completely ignores this point), Bostock
(1988), p. 72.
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In the discussion of these theses it is common to compare them to their modern

counterparts. The first thesis (1) is similar to what is often called the Identity of

Indiscernibles (where P is a property, and x and y are objects):

Identity of Indiscernibles: ∀P (Px⇔ Py)→ (x = y)

The latter thesis (if something is unlike, then it is different), is similar to the contra-

positive of what is often called the Indiscernibility of Identicals. The Indiscernibility

of Identicals is:

Indiscernibility of Identicals: (x = y)→ ∀P (Px⇔ Py)

The contrapositive of the Indiscernibility of Identicals, the “non-identity of dis-

cernibles,” is the thesis that seems similar to the second thesis that Socrates gives

above: (2) if something is unlike then it is different:

Non-Identity of Discernibles: −∀P (Px⇔ Py)→ −(x = y)

While the Identity of Indiscernibles is generally rejected, the Indiscernibility of Iden-

ticals is usually embraced, though its application must be judicious. (In fact, the

former thesis (the Identity of Indiscernibles) is most properly called “Leibniz’s the-

sis.” Leibniz also held the latter thesis, the Indiscernibility of Identicals, but it is

a less interesting and less distinctive feature of his metaphysics.) The latter more

intuitively appealing thesis (the Indiscernibility of Identicals or the Non-Identity of

Discernibles), is the one that is apparently used in the subsequent argument (159b),
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and Cooper, McDowell and Matthen all argue that although it is a reasonable prin-

ciple it is ineptly applied. This is the standard reading.

The standard reading is motivated in part by readers’ eagerness to open up

a dialogue between Plato and modern philosophers. Unfortunately, I think that it

gets in the way of a legitimate reading and a true dialogue. In this case, there

are two mistakes that make it possible to read these theses as their modern not so

doppelgangers. The first, which I have already spoken of, is that proponents of the

standard reading do not acknowledge that Socrates uses the progressive aspect to

describe the growing likeness or unlikeness, and that he uses the verb come to be

(gÐgnesjai) to describe the generation of the same and different. In other words,

these are not static theses about things that are like or unlike and are same and

different; they are theses about growing like and unlike, and becoming same and

different. The second mistake that proponents of the standard reading make is that

they act as if these theses have qualifiers that they simply don’t have. The identity

of indiscernibles is the thesis that two things that are like in every regard are the

same. But Socrates does not make any claim in these theses that things are like (or

unlike) in every regard. In fact, the claim that they are only growing like (or unlike)

(åmoioÔmenon, �nomoioÔmenon), seems to indicate that they very well might be like (or

unlike) only in some ways. Both of these differences indicate that Plato’s interests

here might not match up, at least not at a careful first glance, with our contemporary

interests in the identity of indiscernibles and the indiscernibility of identicals.

Rather than trying to make Plato relevant, I think we should begin with a

straightforward analysis of the theses that Plato in fact presents. We might distin-
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guish two theses. Roughly, these are:

BLS: While something grows like, the same comes to be.

BUD: While something grows unlike, the different comes to be.

I say “roughly” because we have not yet accounted for one difficulty. When Socrates

first introduces the theses, he groups the antecedents of BLS and BUD, and then

adds the following clause, “either to itself or to another,” before stating the conse-

quents. Because he has grouped the antecedents it is hard to know how to apply this

qualification. The best two options are these:

BLS′: While something grows like (itself or something else), the same

comes to be.

BUD′: While something grows unlike (itself or something else), the dif-

ferent comes to be.

Or:

BLS′′: While something grows like (something else), the same comes to

be.

BUD′′: While something grows unlike (itself), the different comes to be.

I think the double primed version makes the most sense, and this reading is corrob-

orated when these versions of the theses are used in the argument to follow.9

9I therefore disagree with McDowell’s commentary, where he reads it as BLS′ and BUD′ (Mc-
Dowell (1973), p. 148).
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Are BLS′′ and BUD′′ reasonable theses? They are underspecified, so their

soundness depends upon their interpretation. In particular, the statement of the

theses makes it unclear how to understand the consequent that the same and the

different come to be. While it would seem reasonable to claim that when something

becomes like something else, the things become the same in some regard, it would not

be reasonable to claim that when something becomes like something else, it becomes

the same. For example, when Theaetetus grows to be like Socrates in height, it

would be reasonable to say that their height comes to be the same, but unreasonable

to claim that they become the same man. I would require a similar specification of

BUD′′ before accepting it.

The consequent of the Greek conditional could mean one of three things. (The

Greek is: EÊ �ra ti sumbaÐnei ímoiìn tú gÐgnesjai « �nìmoion, eÒte áautÄ eÒte �llú,

åmoioÔmenon màn taÎtän f somen gÐgnesjai, �nomoioÔmenon dà éteron? (159a7-8).) I

have given the antecedent and the three possible interpretations of the consequent

below (the first interpretation corresponds to one translation, the second two inter-

pretations correspond to a second translation which I will discuss after giving the

interpretations). I have included examples of the readings in parentheses following

each option:

Antecedent: If it comes to pass that something comes to be like or unlike

something, either itself or something else,

The consequent is one of the following: (1) then will we say that while

the thing becomes like, the thing becoming like becomes the same as

that to which it is becoming like, and while the thing which becomes
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unlike, the thing becoming unlike becomes different from that to which

it is becoming unlike. (For example, while Theaetetus is becoming like

Socrates he is becoming the same as Socrates, and while Theaetetus is

becoming unlike himself he is becoming different from himself).

(2) then will we say that while the thing becomes like, a feature in that

which is becoming like becomes the same, and while the thing becomes

unlike, a feature in that which is becoming unlike becomes different.

(For example, while Theaetetus is becoming like Socrates, the tallness

in Theaetetus becomes the same as the tallness in Socrates, or while

Theaetetus is becoming unlike himself, the tallness in Theaetetus becomes

different from the tallness that was in Theaetetus).

(3) then will we say while the thing becomes like, the same comes to be,

while it becomes unlike, the different comes to be. (In this case, it is

unclear whether Theaetetus and Socrates become the same or whether

there is some feature, for example, tallness, in Theaetetus and Socrates

that becomes the same.)

In all three consequents åmoioÔmenon and �nomoioÔmenon are circumstantial partici-

ples. In all three cases the subject of gÐgnesjai is associated (how so, I will explain

in a moment) with the thing which is becoming like or unlike. The cases differ in

how they interpret this association and whether gÐgnesjai is being used as an incom-

plete or complete verb. According to (1), the thing which becomes like or unlike is

what becomes the same. In this case the subject of gÐgnesjai is whatever it is that

is becoming like or unlike, and gÐgnesjai requires a complement; the complement

is “the same,” in the first clause, and “different” in the second clause. According
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to (2), some feature in the thing which becomes like or unlike is what becomes the

same. According to (3), it’s unclear whether it is the thing or the feature which

becomes the same. In both (2) and (3) the subject of gÐgnesjai is not that which

is becoming like or unlike, but instead the subject is the same or different. In both

cases gÐgnesjai is being used as a complete predicate, that is, it is used without a

complement. The same and different which comes to be could be either (as in case

(2)), a feature in that which is becoming like, or (as in case (3)), ambiguous between

the thing which becomes like and a feature in the thing which becomes like.

My favored way of reading this passage is to embrace the ambiguity. There-

fore, in my translation of these passages and phrasing of BLS and BUD, I favor

the last option: Socrates says that a sameness is generated, but he does not give

Theaetetus a clear statement about what the sameness is. Other translators tend

to disambiguate the Greek in favor of the first interpretation. For example, Levett

translates the last two clauses, “. . . are we to say that when it is growing like it is

coming to be the same, and when it is growing unlike it is coming to be a different

thing?”, similarly McDowell, “we’ll say that if it’s made like, it becomes the same,

and if it’s made unlike, it becomes different” (159a7-8). While plausible in Greek,

it is philosophically the least plausible thesis. It has the implication, for example,

that whenever one becomes cold, and therefore like ice, one becomes the same as

ice. My translation has the advantage that it gives dramatic plausibility to The-

aetetus’ agreement to these theses. In addition, we can imagine that Socrates, by

using an ambiguous turn of phrase, gains Theaetetus’ assent but then switches to the

least philosophically plausible thesis in the argument to follow. This ambiguity plays
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nicely into the general theme of this passage, that one must distinguish between the

like and the same: for here we have different theses that sound alike. Theaetetus,

in failing to distinguish them, agrees to one, but then is forced to accept the conse-

quences of another. I agree, however, with Levett and McDowell that it is the less

plausible theses that are used in the later argument. That is, it is these theses that

are used in the later argument:

BLS′′′: While something becomes like another thing, it becomes the same.

BUD′′′: While something becomes unlike itself, it becomes different.

I suggest my reading as a way of making sense of what would otherwise be Theaetetus’

foolish and ready agreement to these implausible theses.

But why is Socrates introducing these theses? According to Socrates, these

theses are meant to help Theaetetus defend his theory against those who claim that

there are false perceptions. Let’s turn now to consider how Socrates uses them to

defend Theaetetus’ and Protagoras’ theory from this threat.

6.4 Misperceptions as a misperception

Socrates introduces the SLUD theses as the sort of thing that Protagoras will

say in order to defend his appearance doctrine from the threat of false appearances

(158e). This passage should give us not only a defense of the claim that perception is

always of what is and unerring, and that what appears always is, but an explanation

of the truth conditions of perception. Unfortunately, commentators have been unable

to make any good sense out of this passage. Let me briefly reiterate the received
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reading of this passage. (I describe the received reading in more detail in the previous

chapter. The three commentators that I discuss there—McDowell, Bostock and

Cooper—give variants of this reading).

To begin with, one notes that for Theaetetus and Protagoras to defend their

theory against the threat of misperceptions, they need to address the threat of con-

flicting perceptions. For example, they need to show that they can consistently hold

that one man can truly perceive the wind as cool while the other truly perceives it

as warm. In general, they need to show that different perceptions (of what we might

presume is the same thing) can be unlike.

Next, proponents of the received reading assume that WDU must be what

Plato thought was needed to establish the point that different perceptions can be

unlike. So Plato has Socrates introduce WDU for the purpose of showing that differ-

ent perceptions can be unlike and thus defusing the threat of conflicting perceptions.

They then argue that Socrates uses WDU in his argument that ill Socrates and well

Socrates perceive the wine in an unlike manner (159c-160a), and that, further, any

two perceptions are always unlike.

There are a number of problems with Socrates’ argument, if, indeed, it is his.

One of these problems is almost universally pointed out by those who argue that

this is Socrates’ argument. The standard criticism is that Socrates, and probably

Plato, are guilty of using an axe when a scalpel was needed. For WDU says that the

different must be unlike, not that they can be unlike. But all that Socrates needs

to establish is that different perceptions can be unlike. By using WDU, Socrates

defends Theaetetus’ theory, but at the unnecessary cost of an implausible thesis that
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different things are always unlike. McDowell, Bostock and Cooper are all at a loss

as to why Socrates would be making such an argument.

But this is not the only problem with this argument. While McDowell, Bo-

stock, and Cooper argue that WDU seems like too strong a thesis, there is also a

sense in which the conclusion is too weak. Socrates could only succeed in establishing

that two different perceptions must be unlike, but this is, at least, one step away

from showing that the two unlike perceptions are both true.

A third problem is that, if this is in fact Socrates’ or Plato’s argument, then

they are guilty of misapplying WDU. WDU says that the wholly different are unlike.

Recall, in fact, that Socrates is emphatic about this point, and that Theaetetus him-

self seems to understand the importance of it (158e-159a5, 159b). But the perception

of the bitter and the sweet wine, while differing in some regards, do not seem like

good candidates for perceptions that differ “in all ways,” “wholly,” and “utterly.”

A fourth problem is that Socrates seems to have introduced a pair of additional

theses (BLS′′′ and BUD′′′, the other two SLUD theses) that are extraneous. The

received reading gives no reason for these unused premises.

Is it possible that Plato would have Socrates give an argument that had all

of these problems? Of course. But it is unlikely. And if one can supply an argument

that makes better sense of the passage, it is obviously preferable.

While proponents of the received reading recognize that conflicting appear-

ances are a threat to Theaetetus’ definition and Protagoras’ doctrine, they seem to

have forgotten that the SLUD theses are introduced as Protagoras’ way of responding
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to the threat that arises from dreams, and dreams are not examples of misperception

that fall into the category of conflicting appearances. Dreams present a different sort

of threat. I will argue that the first of the SLUD theses, WDU, is presented as a

response to the threat posed by dreams, while the last two SLUD theses, BLS′′′ and

BUD′′′, are presented as necessary for combatting the threat of conflicting appear-

ances. My reading, therefore, is markedly different from those that we have seen. I’ll

begin by showing how WDU is used to combat the threat of dreams.

6.4.1 Dreams and Reality: Like Perceptions of the Different?

While the thesis that the wholly different are unlike (WDU) would be an axe

in countering the threat of conflicting appearances it might be precisely the right

tool for countering the threat of dreams. In fact, WDU is introduced right on the

heels of the discussion of dreams as the basis of a more serious response than the

one Socrates just gave on behalf of the proponents of the theory.10 Socrates has

just finished saying that the objects of waking life and the objects of dream life are

different (158d). The introduction of WDU falls in naturally with Socrates’ recent

observation.

The argument that Socrates might be suggesting is that the objects we per-

ceive in waking life, are, while the objects we perceive in dreams, are not. Things

10Recall that dreams are a threat to Theaetetus’ definition, because most men would say that the
perceptions we have while dreaming are not true, and therefore could not be knowledge. Socrates
suggested that Theaetetus respond to this threat by questioning whether one can say whether, at
this moment, one is asleep and dreaming or awake and talking. The gist of this response is that
our impression that dreams are false might itself be false.
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that are as wholly different as what is and what is not, would not in fact be like, as

Theaetetus thinks, but unlike (158c).

This response to the threat of misperceptions that arise from dreams might

be developed in two ways. First, one might develop WDU as a straightforward

denial of skeptical scenarios. Skeptical scenarios depend upon the plausibility of the

likeness of the different, and this is precisely what WDU says is impossible. If it is

developed in this way, then Theaetetus should respond by taking back what he has

recently conceded, that the “likeness of one to the other [dream life to waking life]

is extraordinary” (158c4-8). The dreams of the sleeping man and the perceptions

of the awake man are simply different perceptions of different things and so entirely

unlike. The basic idea here is that we take the antecedent of WDU to be fulfilled

when we consider the pair, what is and what is not, and therefore the consequent

must follow, what is and what is not must be unlike. Because the perceptions are

unlike the soul would never falsely contend that what is wholly different, what is and

what is not, are the same.

In addition, WDU might also be used in a modus tollens argument. Rather

than using WDU to argue against Theaetetus’ claim about the likeness of dreams

and real life, we might use WDU together with Theaetetus’ claim to form a modus

tollens argument. Here we begin with Theaetetus’ claim that “the likeness of these

two is extraordinary”, and then use the contrapositive form of WDU, which leads

us to claim that the two states, dreams and real life, are not wholly different. The

likeness of dreams and real life leads us to recognize that what is and what is not, are

not wholly different, but somewhat the same. But if they are somewhat the same,
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perhaps the soul could truly contend that what is not, is (at least in some way).

Theaetetus has a choice: he could argue that dreams are not misperceptions

because things as entirely different as what is and what is not, could not appear like,

or that things that can appear so like as dreams and real life, must be somewhat the

same, and therefore deny the difference between what is and what is not.

However, even if one thinks that one of these responses will adequately ad-

dress the possibility that dreams are misperceptions, Socrates’ defense of Theaetetus’

theory has another pressing problem. Misperceptions arise not just when the wholly

different appear like, but also when the somewhat different appear like. The possi-

bility of mistaking Socrates and Theaetetus arises when things that are not wholly

different appear like. Socrates and Theaetetus are not wholly different precisely

because they are the same in some respects; they are both snub-nosed men, for ex-

ample. It is this more ordinary and common sort of misperception that the preceding

argument cannot explain away. This points to a problem that has already arisen,

the need to be clear about the respect in which things are like and unlike, different

and the same.

The reading that I have given here differs in a number of fundamental re-

spects from the common and received reading of this passage. But I think it follows

quite naturally from two plausible theses that simply haven’t been considered: the

first is that the division between dreams and sick perceptions does not reflect Plato’s

distinction between hallucinations and illusion, but Plato’s distinction between the

different appearing like, and the same appearing unlike; the second is that the first

thesis, WDU, is necessary to defend Theaetetus’ theory against the threat that arises
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in the case of dreams, and not the threat that arises in the case of conflicting ap-

pearances.

Let’s turn to consider how Socrates will use the other two SLUD theses to

defend Theaetetus’ definition and Protagoras’ theory against the other sort of mis-

perception: the same appearing unlike and being mistaken for the different.

6.4.2 Healthy and Sick Perceptions of Wine: Unlike Perceptions of
the Same?

Following the introduction of the SLUD theses, Socrates gives an example of

how Socrates, when he is healthy, will find wine sweet, and, when he is ill, will find

it bitter. As I showed above, the received reading is that Socrates is applying WDU,

to show that different perceptions of wine will be unlike. But this reading has a

number of problems and is needlessly complicated.11

In fact, the argument that Socrates presents here is very simple. The wine

example is a threat to Theaetetus’ theory because it shows that there might be

unlike perceptions of the same thing (that is, it is a case of conflicting appearances):

the worry is that the perceiver might mistakenly conclude of the same that it is

different because of the unlikeness. Socrates will remove the threat by arguing that

it is impossible to mistake the same for the different because one never perceives the

same. This argument takes us from 159a-e.

This argument has three stages. First, Socrates begins by reminding The-

11See for example McDowell (1973), and Bostock (1988).
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aetetus of two features of their previous account of perception. First, he reminds

Theaetetus that there were an infinite number of active and passive factors (159a,

which corresponds to what was said at 156a-c) (call this thesis AP). Second, he in-

dicates that they agreed that when something mixes with different things it will not

generate the same thing but different things (159a, which corresponds to what was

said at 154a-b) (call this thesis DD).

Second, Socrates leads Theaetetus through a brief argument that concludes

with the claim that Socrates ill and Socrates well are different (159b-c). The argu-

ment begins with a simple observation: Socrates ill and Socrates well are unlike. If

Socrates well becomes ill, then Socrates has become unlike himself. According to

BUD′′′: if something becomes unlike itself then it becomes different. So, Socrates

and Theaetetus agree, Socrates ill, because he has become unlike Socrates well, has

become different.12

Third, Socrates considers what happens when Socrates ill and Socrates well

combine with an active factor (159c-e). According to DD, when something mixes

with different things it will not generate the same thing but different things. So,

for example, the wine, when it mixes with Socrates ill and Socrates well (who are

different), will generate different things. What are these different things? They are

different perceptions. But what is a perception? According to AP, a perception hap-

pens when an active and passive factor meet and intermingle, giving birth to twins:

a perceptual property and a perception corresponding to this perceptual property.

12Note that what becomes different is Socrates himself, and not just the health in Socrates. See
the earlier discussion of this interpretation of BUD.
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These twins then go back to fill the active and the passive parent respectively, creat-

ing, for example, a sweet wine, and a perceiver of sweetness. In the end, we see that

different perceivers lead to different perceptions, and each perception corresponds

to the generation of a different perceived and a different perceiver. When the wine

meets with Socrates well, a sweet wine and a sweet perceiver comes to be. When the

wine meets with Socrates ill, a bitter wine and a bitter perceiver come to be. But

then the perception of Socrates well and Socrates ill are not of the same wine, but of

different wines (one of a sweet wine the other of a bitter wine), and their perceptions

do not conflict.

In this argument, the theses we have used are: BUD′′′, to show that Socrates

well and Socrates ill are different, DD, to show that the interaction of the wine

with different perceivers will lead to different perceptions, and AP, to show that

different perceived things and different perceivers are generated. In the last stage

of this argument, when we see that there is the production of different wines (the

sweet wine and the bitter wine), it might be tempting to read into this argument

the use of a thesis that takes one from difference to unlikeness. But, as of 159e6,

Socrates has made no use of such a thesis. In fact, nowhere in the argument does

he compare these perceptions in order to say whether they are like or unlike. He

has, however, demonstrated that they are different perceptions of different perceived

things. This demonstration rests on the claim that Socrates ill and Socrates well are

unlike together with BUD′′, DD, and AP. (The only comparison that was made in

the the argument is the original comparison of Socrates ill and Socrates well. Here

Theaetetus agreed that they are on the whole unlike.)
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Socrates’ goal as a proponent of the theory is to show that error cannot arise

from the same appearing unlike. The argument thus far has shown that, at least in

cases in which different perceivers interact with an active factor, they do not perceive

the same but the different. Because they perceive the different, it is impossible for

them to be mistakenly taking the same for the different. Socrates seems to have

eliminated the error that might arise from the same appearing unlike to different

perceivers.13

The cleanness of this argument is complicated by the emphasis that Socrates

now places on the unlikeness of the different perceptions at the conclusion of this

argument (159e7-160a3). Socrates does not simply conclude that each perception is

different but that, “. . . I will never become percipient in just this way of any other

thing” (159e7). This has confused readers, for it would seem that Socrates is using

WDU to show that each perception must not only be different, but each perception

must also be unlike every other perception. Not only is the application of WDU

inappropriate at this point, for we have things that are different, but not wholly

different (and therefore the antecedent of WDU isn’t fulfilled), but it also seems

like overkill (as we discussed earlier): why does Socrates need to show that every

perception is unlike every other? Isn’t it simply enough to show that each perception

is different?

13Socrates has eliminated error that arises from the same appearing like to different perceivers.
Two perceivers are different iff they are different or unlike, as the argument has shown. One might
wonder whether it is still possible for the same to appear unlike to perceivers who are the same
(note that they must be same and like). A rigorous argument would address this case. In fact,
Socrates has the resources to make the argument rigorous in this respect: he merely needs to note
that according to Heraclitus all is motion: just as it is impossible to step into the same river twice,
so it is impossible that the same perceived meet up with the perceiver twice.
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We can now turn to this complicating passage that Plato has Socrates give

at the end of this passage (159e-160a).

Socrates: I, therefore, will never become percipient in just this way of

any other thing. For a different perception is of something different, and

makes an unlike and different percipient. Nor would it, the maker of

me, in meeting something different, have generated the same thing and

become the same sort of thing. For after having begotten another from

another it will become unlike.

Theaetetus: That is so. (159e7-160a3)

Socrates now makes the claim that he will never again have a like perception of

anything else. That, for example, he will never taste a wine that is sweet in just the

way this wine now is sweet. At first glance, Socrates’ claim that he will never again

have a like perception might seem to rest on the fact that each perception is different,

and therefore unlike. If we read the argument in this way, then it would seem that

Socrates is using a principle that difference entails unlikeness: that is, Socrates seems

to be using WDU, or a thesis similar to it. But, as I said at the outset, the use of

WDU is problematic here because while we have different perceptions, there is no

argument that they are wholly (in every way, utterly) different.

This first pass at the argument is wrong. Socrates does not support the claim

that Socrates will never again have a like perception simply on the claim that each

perception is different. In other words, Socrates does not argue that each perception

will be different and therefore unlike (by an application of WDU). Instead, Socrates

supports the claim that Socrates will never again have a like perception by saying
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that because each perception is different and makes a different perception, it also

makes an unlike, and this is the important part, a different perceiver. Socrates can

never again have a like perception, because this same Socrates will never perceive

again.14

Why is Plato having Socrates make this final argument? What is the point of

showing not only that each instance of perception is different but that each instance

of perception will fail to be like any other perception one has had (because one can

only have one perception)? I have argued that the point of this passage is to eliminate

the possibility of errors that arise from the perception of the same as unlike. This is

accomplished simply by arguing that, in generating unlike perceptions, the perceived

becomes different, so that it is not the same, but the different that is unlike. But

Socrates is taking this argument one step further here and arguing that one man will

never be capable of having like perceptions. What is the point of this argument?

There are two points. First, Socrates could be returning to make a stronger

case for the argument that the different never appears like. If different perceptions

always lead to different perceivers, then it is impossible for the different to be per-

ceived as like by the same man, and therefore impossible for one man mistakenly to

conclude of the different that they are the same. If this is the aim, then Socrates is

helping Theaetetus make sure that the theory blocks off every possible mispercep-

14Socrates’ argument here is peculiar. We have seen McDowell argue that the dissolution of
persons is irrelevant to the passage. We might also observe that McDowell fails to make sense of
the arguments of this passage. The reading that I have given shows why these two features of
McDowell’s reading would go hand in hand: for one of the keys to understanding these arguments
is to recognize the role that the dissolution of persons plays in the final claim that no man will ever
perceive again such as he now perceives.
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tion.15 But there is also a second point. Socrates is drawing Theaetetus’ attention

to the way that the theory of perception that they have developed prevents one not

only from recognizing sameness (for any unlikeness contaminates what is the same),

but also from recognizing likeness (for one to recognize likeness one must compare

two perceptions, but if each perception creates a new perceived, one man cannot

compare two perceptions). The theory thus rejects two ways that one might compre-

hend unity: it rejects the possibility that the unlike things are the same (for example

the way that Socrates ill and Socrates well might be the same man), and it rejects

the possibility that different things might be recognized as like (for example the way

that two wines might both be be sweet).

We have now seen two sources of error eliminated: first we saw how WDU

might be used to eliminate the errors that might arise from the likeness of the wholly

different, and we have just now seen how BUD′′′, along with two theses from the

theory of perception, AP and DD, might be used to eliminate the error that might

seem to arise from the unlikeness of the same and likeness of the different.

15Recall that in our earlier discussion of WDU (the wholly different are unlike), we noted that
this thesis posits the impossibility of the wholly different appearing unlike, but not the somewhat
different appearing unlike. We then observed that some errors arise from the perception of the
somewhat different as like (for example, the confusion of Socrates with Theaetetus because of their
common appearance). This discussion seems to show that it would be impossible for the same man
to perceive both Socrates and Theaetetus, and therefore impossible for one man to mistake one for
the other.
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6.5 Establishing truth from identity

Socrates has argued against three types of misperception: perceiving the

wholly different as like, perceiving the same as unlike, and perceiving the somewhat

different as like. If these are the only sources of error, one might think that Socrates’

demonstration that they are impossible establishes that all perceptual judgements

are true. But perceptual judgements might be the sort of thing that never err, and

yet still fall short of truth. One might compare the perceptual process to a machine

in an assembly line that never errs by picking up the wrong object. But one might

observe that while the machine is not picking up the wrong object that does not

mean that it IS picking up the right object (the machine might simply skip over all

the right objects). The question that we should ask, and which I believe Socrates

addresses in the next passage, is whether it is fair to say of perceptual judgements

that they not only never err but are true.

The passage we now turn to, 160a9-d2, Bostock has called a “summing up”,

McDowell an elaboration of a previous point,16 and Cooper a conclusion,17 but in

fact it is one final argument. In this argument, Socrates requires Theaetetus’ to

recognize the application of the one remaining SLUD thesis, that something that

becomes like another, becomes the same (BLS′′′), to prove that each perception not

only does not err, but is true.

First, Socrates gives two necessary conditions for a true perception: a percep-

tion is true only if it is a perception of something, and something is truly perceived

16McDowell (1973), p. 154.
17Cooper (1967), p. 57.
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only if it is perceived by someone. Socrates establishes that these conditions are met

by observing that perception only becomes from the interaction of a perceiver and a

perceived.

It is necessary, at any rate, that I come to be perceiving something,

whenever I come to be perceiving. For it is impossible for me to become

perceiving, but perceiving of nothing. And, also, that thing, whenever

it comes to be sweet or bitter or something like that, it comes to be for

someone; for it is impossible that it become sweet, but sweet for no one.

(160a9-b2)

Socrates goes on to note it is perception creates both the perceived and the perceiver:

“It remains, I suppose, that it is for each other that we are, if we are, and that we

come to be, if we come to be...” (160b5-6).

Second, Socrates reiterates that these perceptions cannot be proved to be

wrong. That is, they are incorrigible: “Therefore, since that which makes me is for

me and is not for another, I perceive it, and nobody else?” (160c4-5). But, again,

incorrigibility might be a necessary condition for truth, but it is not sufficient.

Finally, Socrates claims that these perceptions not only fulfill two necessary

conditions, but he gives a hint of what might definitively show that they are true.

Here Socrates claims that: “My perception is true for me—for it is always of my own

being” (160c7-8). Socrates rests the truth of the perception on this peculiar claim

that my perception is “always of my being.” Now there are a few ways that we can

make sense of Socrates’ final claim that the truth of one’s perception rests on the

fact that it is a perception of one’s own being.
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Some have argued that this final claim is not really so peculiar as it might

seem.18 Socrates is merely making a claim about the privacy of my perceptions.

McDowell reads this passage, for example, as a reiteration of the incorrigibility claim

based on the privacy of perception: my perceptions are true because no one else can

see them, they are private to me, and no one else can show that they are false. This

reading builds upon both McDowell’s and Brown’s interpretations; both McDowell

and Brown downplay any possible references throughout the passage to the non-

persistence of persons and objects. Here too, they reiterate that the theory doesn’t

require any radical metaphysical theses. Apart from disagreeing with this general

tendency in their readings, I think that they make the mistake of not allowing So-

crates to establish a sufficient condition for the truth of these perceptions. Again,

we should note that incorrigibility is not the same as truth. (Or, if it is, one would

need to argue for this claim.)

A second way of reading the final claim that perceptions are “always of my

own being”, makes a big hoopla out of this peculiar claim (this is, as Brown names

it, the “exciting reading” as opposed to her “boring reading”). Here we see this as a

final statement on behalf of Socrates, that this theory turns each perceiver and each

perceived thing into a cluster of perceptions. Here, as Bostock argues:

. . . the justification that we are finally offered is that perceptions are, in

fact, the ultimate reality. I am simply made up of my perceptions, and

would not exist at all without them. From this it does indeed seem to fol-

low that my perceptions must be exactly as they appear to me to be. For

18McDowell (1973), Brown (1993).
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the reason why one at first denies this claim is that one thinks of percep-

tions as representing or revealing some other and independent reality, and

this at once leaves room for the idea that they may be misrepresenting it.

But we have now argued that there is no independent reality: there are

only perceptions (and collections of them). Perceptions, then, cannot be

misleading, for there is nothing that they might be misleading about.19

I’d like to propose a third reading. Like the first and the second reading,

I think Socrates is arguing that in the moment of perceiving, something comes to

be the same and this sameness underwrites truth. Neither the first nor the second

reading fully get what underwrites the claim of sameness. The first reading takes

the privacy of perceptions to underwrite sameness, while the second reading takes

an ontological claim about persons to underwrite sameness. But what underwrites

Socrates’ claim of sameness is simply the likeness of the perceiver and the perceived

at the moment of perception, together with the claim that things that become like,

become the same (BLS′′).

Socrates is making a paradoxical claim, but it is one that follows from BLS′′′

together with the theory of perception that they developed earlier. Recall that when

the active and passive factor mingle, there is a twin birth. The point of calling these

twins is presumably to capture a likeness that the offspring have. When the twins fill

the active and passive factors, the active and passive factors become like: Socrates

becomes perceiving bitter and the wine becomes perceived as bitter. According to

BLS′′′, things that become like become the same: Socrates and the wine, in becoming

19Bostock (1988), pp. 78-79.
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like, become the same. It is because bitter Socrates and bitter wine become the same

that Socrates’ declares the perception is a perception of my own being. It is this

sameness that underwrites the claim that the perception is true.

Throughout the discussion of Theaetetus’ first definition of knowledge, So-

crates has used the word “truth” sparingly. Apart from the current use, there are

only a handful of other times that Socrates’ uses the word. Socrates uses truth (and

its cognates) three times at the end of his discussion of dreams (158d-e), once more

when he turns to introduce how the theorist will defend himself (158e), then two

more times in the course of this explanation. These last two instances of truth form

an interesting pair. At 158d, in the course of the discussion about whether Socrates

ill and Socrates well are unlike and therefore different, Socrates asks:

Whenever it takes the sick Socrates, then, first, it takes not the same

man, but in truth, it takes a different? For it has come upon unlike.

(159d9-10)

Admittedly this appears to be a very bland instance of “truth”. Socrates is simply

saying that it is not true that Socrates ill is the same man as Socrates well: and this

statement is more interesting in the claim it makes about the nature of personhood

than it is enlightening about the nature of truth. However, when we contrast it with

the final claim about the truth of perception it becomes much more interesting. We

just considered Socrates’ claim that a thing being perceived is part of the very being

of the one doing the perceiving, so that the thing being perceived is the same as the

being perceiving the thing. In other words, Socrates tasting bitter and the wine that
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tastes bitter are the same. If we take these two claims together, we have a pair of

claims:

1. Socrates ill and Socrates well are not the same.

2. Socrates tasting bitter and the wine that tastes bitter are the same.

The former we may recognize as the claim that something that becomes unlike itself

becomes different from itself. In other words, the former is an instantiation of BUD′′′.

The latter we may recognize as the claim that something that becomes like another

becomes the same as another. In other words, the latter is an instantiation of BLS′′′.

Socrates has associated claims of truth with the instantiations of BUD′′′ and BLS′′′.

About the former, Socrates says that Socrates ill and Socrates well are not, in strict

truth, the same. About the latter, Socrates has said, that the perception is true

because of what is the same. Truth in both cases is reserved for a claim of sameness.

However, the claims about what is the same are unquestionably peculiar. In

both cases Socrates shows how the perception of likeness and unlikeness, together

with BUD′′ and BLS′′ lead us to perplexing claims about sameness and difference.

If we think likeness leads to sameness, then we must accept that the perceived wine

and perceiving Socrates, in the moment of perception, become the same, for they

are alike bitter. If we think unlikeness leads to difference, then we must accept

that when Socrates falls ill, he becomes a different man. If we back up from the

arguments that carry Theaetetus along, we can easily see that both conclusions are

unacceptable. Socrates ill and Socrates well are not different, despite an unlikeness.

Socrates perceiving bitter and the wine being perceived as bitter are not the same,
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despite being like. These examples show us that we can reserve the judgement of

difference, even when faced with an unlikeness, and that we can reserve judgement

of sameness, even when faced with a likeness.

6.6 Conclusion: Reconciling Protagoras and Theaetetus

From 157d-160e, Socrates shows Theaetetus how he might dispute the sugges-

tions that we could mistake the wholly different for the same, that we could mistake

the same for the different, and that we could mistake the somewhat different for

the same. In this final passage, he has argued that perceptions are also true: the

sameness of the perceiver with the perceived underwrites a claim of truth for the

perception.

Plato has Socrates pursue a discussion that divides “misperceptions” into two

classes: mistaking the different for the same because they appear like, and mistaking

the same for the different because they appear unlike. As I noted earlier, neither

class is, strictly speaking, a class of false perceptions. Instead, these “misperceptions”

are false judgements that arise from perceptions. So, throughout the whole of the

discussion, there has been no clear distinction between perception and judgement.

The indistinct apprehension of the powers of the soul is characteristic of both

Theaetetus and Protagoras. When Protagoras says, “as things appear, so they are

for him to whom they appear”, we can imagine Plato responding to Protagoras like

this: “Sometimes, Protagoras, when I see a man in the distance, I perceive that he

is the same size as my thumb. And yet, at the same time, it seems to me that he is

about my height. In such a case, how is it that things appear to me?” Theaetetus
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falls prey to a similar line of argument when Socrates will inquire of him in a moment

about listening to another speak in a foreign language (163b-c). What is it that one

hears (that is perceives) and what is it that one knows? Theaetetus responds that

one hears precisely what one knows: the sound of the rise and fall of the speech.

Socrates drops off the argument here, but we can fill in the remainder. Plato would

now ask Theaetetus what happens when one listens to another speak in one’s own

language? Here, of course, what one hears (that is, perceives) must be similar in

kind to what one hears when one listens to a foreign language, yet what one knows

is entirely different.

The purpose of the preceding three pages is not simply to develop an account

of truth that will account for Theaetetus’ and Protagoras’ theses, but to draw out an

imprecision in their epistemology. Plato does this by pointing out that an inability

to distinguish between the powers of the soul accompanies and is perhaps explained

by the conflation of the same with the like and the different with the unlike. The

suggestion, though not explicitly developed, is simply this: the power of the soul

that apprehends likeness and unlikeness should be distinguished from the power of

the soul that apprehends sameness and difference. In the last few lines of the theory,

we will see this inability to distinguish between the powers of the soul played out.

Socrates concludes his argument with a question for Theaetetus:

Soc: How then, if I am unerring and never stumble in my thought about

what is or what comes to be, could I not be a knower of that which I

perceive?

Theaet: In no way could it be otherwise. (160d1-4)
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Although Socrates begins with the supposition that “thought” is unerring and is

about what is or what comes to be, he goes on to suggest that, because of this,

perception should be knowledge. The underlying assumption must be that thought

is one and the same as perception. Plato also has Socrates describe errors as moments

in which we “stumble in our thought.” Thought is like a man walking steadily, and

just as the man will not fall if he does not stumble, so too, thought, if it keeps

flowing smoothly, will not fail to be about what is or what comes to be. This steady

walk through time is apt as a description of perception. But is it an appropriate

description of thought? Is it an appropriate description of thought at its best?

Socrates’ question introduces two alternatives: thought might be like percep-

tion and march along in the moment always being about what appears, or thought

might stumble and fall. But to stumble and fall is not just to fail to move, it is to

come to a position of stillness and rest. If thought should stop in the steady stream

of time, then it breaks away from perception.20 Here we might imagine thought

stumbling upon a sameness that betrays the unlikeness that appears, or stumbling

upon a difference that betrays a likeness. I think it is fair to say that Plato embraces

the latter alternative.

20Robert Frost, “The Masterspeed.”
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Chapter 7

Self-Refutation and Self-Knowledge: Turning

the Tables on Protagoras’ Doctrine

7.1 Introduction

In this and the following two chapters we will consider Socrates’ critical ex-

amination of Protagoras and Heraclitus (161b-183c). Two small parts of this passage

have attracted more scholarly attention than the rest: Socrates’ demonstration that

Protagoras’ doctrine is self refuting (171a-c),1 and Socrates’ argument that Heraclit-

ean flux makes ordinary language impossible.2 There are substantial disagreements

about how to understand both arguments and deeply held differences about how the

latter argument, in particular, fits into a broader reading of Plato’s works.

I will give a new reading of both small passages as well as the whole of which

they are parts. Socrates is in some respects less ambitious and in some respects

more ambitious than he is generally given credit for. Socrates is much more cautious

than is usually acknowledged in his conclusions against Protagoras’ doctrine and

Heraclitus’ theory. In fact, it is not clear that Socrates refutes either Protagoras’

1Aristotle revisits the arguments against Protagoras and Heraclitus in Metaphysics Γ 4-5. One
of the most recent and extensive discussions of Protagoras’ relativism and Plato’s argument against
it can be found in Lee (2005), 47-56, 77-117.

2Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics Γ, 4-5.
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doctrine or Heraclitus’ theory of flux. But Socrates also does more than is generally

acknowledged; the critical examination of Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ flux

gives Socrates an opportunity to develop Protagorean and Heraclitean motivations

for believing that perception is knowledge. When Socrates finally dismisses Protag-

oras and Heraclitus, it is only after examining two new ways of understanding the

claim that perception is knowledge.

To begin with it will be helpful to give a brief introduction of the received

reading together with a rough outline of 161b-183c that would be agreed upon by all

the major commentators (Cornford, Cooper, McDowell, Bostock, Burnyeat, Sedley,

and Chappell). In the notes to follow, I will describe how different readings of Socra-

tes’ argument against Protagoras and Heraclitus have divided interpreters. But all

interpretations have this in common: Socrates refutes Protagoras’ doctrine and then

refutes Heraclitus’ theory, thus undermining the sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’

definition.

The passage we will consider in this chapter and the next two chapters is

said to consist of three parts: a preliminary discussion (161b-169d), a refutation of

Protagoras (169d-179c), and a refutation of Heraclitus (179d-183c). Below is a more

detailed outline:

1. Preliminary Discussion (161b-169d):

(a) Socrates gives an argument against Protagoras (161c-162a).

(b) Socrates gives a series of arguments against Theaetetus (162c-165e).

(c) Socrates gives a speech on behalf of Protagoras (165e-168c).
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2. Refutation of Protagoras (169d-179c):

(a) Socrates gives a series of arguments culminating in the “most exquisite”

argument (169d-171c).

(b) Socrates suggests that the Protagorean doctrine might be true of a re-

stricted class of judgements (171d-172b)

(c) Socrates gives a long digression on the nature of the philosopher and the

lawyer (172b-177c).

(d) Socrates argues that Protagoras’ doctrine is false even for a restricted class

of judgements (177c-179b).

3. Refutation of Heraclitus (179c-183c):

(a) Socrates and Theodorus decide on the meaning of “all is flux” (181a-182a).

(b) Socrates reminds Theodorus of the theory of perception (182a-182b).

(c) Socrates points out the consequences of this flux theory (182b-183b).

According to the received reading, both Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theories

are dismissed with reductio arguments. Protagoras is forced to concede the truth of

those who believe his doctrine is false (169d-171c), as well as being forced to concede

that even about those things about which his measure doctrine seems most likely to

be true, his own claim to wisdom belies his doctrine’s truth (177c-179b). Protagoras

thus suffers the fate of self-contradiction. When we turn to the Heraclitean theory,

Socrates’ pursues a slightly different argument. Theodorus and Socrates agree that
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if the Heraclitean theory is true, then language is impossible. This is a reductio

ad falsum, or at least a reductio ad ridiculum (it is not quite a contradiction or

impossibility). The Heraclitean theory is thus refuted. Proponents of reading A and

reading B (described in earlier chapters) agree that Heraclitus’ theory is a sufficient

condition for Protagoras’ doctrine, and Protagoras’ doctrine, in turn, is a sufficient

condition for Theaetetus’ definition. Once both Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’

theory have been refuted, Theaetetus’ definition must rest on its own merits.3 This

much is usually agreed upon. Let me speak briefly about how the two contentious

passages introduced above (171a-c, 181c-183c) have divided readers.

Socrates’ argument that Protagoras’ doctrine is self-refuting (at 171a-c) is

notoriously problematic. The argument is problematic because Socrates refutes the

doctrine that whatever a man believes is true, but Protagoras only claims that what-

ever a man believes is true for the man who believes it. Commentators differ on how

to make sense of this discrepancy.

Campbell and Cornford do not note the problem at all. Perhaps they both

believed that Protagoras was a subjectivist and not a relativist.4 The difference

between a subjectivist and a relativist is this: a subjectivist believes that all beliefs

are true, but a relativist believes that all beliefs are true for the one who believes

3If proponents of reading B are right, then the arguments against Heraclitus and Protagoras
should each serve as a reductio of Theaetetus’ definition (since all three theories were shown to be
equivalent). If proponents of reading B are right, then Socrates pursues not one, but three separate
refutations of Theaetetus’ definition. That Plato feels the need to give each of these arguments is
a weak point of interpretation B.

4In recent years this position has been explicitly defended by Gail Fine in Fine (1996a), 105-133;
and Fine (1998b), 137-163.
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them. If Protagoras was a subjectivist, and not a relativist, then the argument does

not suffer for its lack of qualifiers.

Cooper, McDowell, and Bostock all agree that the argument is flawed and that

Protagoras has a ready objection.5 Each observes, however, that if the argument is

flawed as a self-refutation, it still makes one important point: Protagoras’ doctrine is

not as interesting as it first appears, for it cannot be about what is true or what is, but

only about what is true for someone, or what is for someone. The doctrine has thus

been shown to be either false, or uninteresting. The argument, while not the anti-

relativist tour-de-force it first appears, still fundamentally undermines Protagoras’

position.

Burnyeat, Sedley and Chappell, on the other hand, try to make this argument

a legitimate self-refutation. Burnyeat gives a possible worlds interpretation that

makes the theory self-contradictory (Sedley sides with this interpretation).6 Chappell

argues that Protagoras is antecedently committed to the equivalence of “truth” and

“truth for,” so that Socrates’ argument is legitimate.7

These differences lay out three basic ways of reading this passage: Protagoras

is a subjectivist and the argument is fine (Campbell, Cornford), the argument is

flawed because of the dropped qualifiers (Cooper, McDowell, Bostock), or the ar-

gument can be fixed up in some way (Burnyeat, Sedley, Chappell). Despite these

differences, there are also some shared presumptions among the major commentators:

5Cooper (1970), 79; McDowell (1973), 171; Bostock (1988), 92.
6Burnyeat (1976c). Cf. Sedley (2004), 57-59.
7Chappell (2006), 109. Note that Chappell is recanting his prior position in his commentary

Chappell (2004). In his commentary he sides with Cooper, McDowell, and Bostock.
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(1) this is Socrates’ primary argument against Protagoras’ doctrine, (2) Socrates at-

tempts to demonstrate that Protagoras’ doctrine is self-refuting, and (3) if Socrates

is successful, he undermines a sufficient condition for Theaetetus’ definition.

How, precisely, Socrates refutes the Heraclitean theory of flux has also been

contentious. Here there has been a more characteristic divide between proponents of

reading A (the unitarians) and proponents of reading B (the revisionists). The main

question is whether the refutation of Heraclitus’ theory shows that Plato continues to

hold that there must be a noetic realm that does not suffer flux, or if the refutation

shows that Plato is recanting his position from the middle period dialogues in which

he held that the sensible world is in flux. Proponents of reading A, argue for the

former.8 Proponents of reading B argue for the latter.9 If the former are right then,

Socrates is showing that not everything that is can be in flux. If the latter are right,

then Socrates is showing that nothing, not even the sensible world, can be in flux, for

it leads to the impossibility of language. An additional difference is that proponents

of reading A believe that unrestricted Heracliteanism (which is now proved false) is a

sufficient condition for Theaetetus’ definition, while proponents of reading B believe

that Heracliteanism is not only a sufficient condition for Theaetetus’ definition of

knowledge but is a necessary condition as well. Thus, when Heracliteanism is shown

to lead to an improbable or false consequence (like the impossibility of language),

proponents of reading A and reading B differ on the consequences. Proponents of

reading A think that Theaetetus’ definition has been undermined but not proved

8Cf. Cornford (1935), 96-101.
9Cf. Owen (1953), 86.
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false, proponents of reading B think that the refutation of Heracliteanism is a refu-

tation of Theaetetus’ definition. What is in common among all commentators is

this: (1) Socrates attempts to refute Heraclitus’ theory, (2) Heraclitus’ theory is at

least false about some things, and (3) Socrates undermines a sufficient condition for

Theaetetus’ definition.

As was true of the established way of reading the preceding ten pages of

the dialogue, a central component of the established way of reading this passage is

the belief that there is some direct logical relation between Theaetetus’ definition,

Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory. All the major commentators assume

that at the close of the critical discussion of Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’

theory, both Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory have been refuted, and

thus a pair of sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’ definition are undermined.

I said above that according to my understanding of the passages, Socrates

accomplishes both less and more than is commonly thought. Let’s begin with the

bad news. Socrates doesn’t refute either Protagoras’ doctrine or Heraclitus’ the-

ory. Socrates’ conclusions with respect to both Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’

theory are much more cautious than commentators are wont to acknowledge. The

customary assumption that Socrates does in fact refute Protagoras and Heraclitus

is of a piece with the customary assumption that Socrates has argued for a direct

logical relation between Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Heraclitus’

theory. In particular, proponents of reading A and reading B are used to thinking of

Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory as sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’

definition (even if they do not agree that they are necessary conditions). It is thus
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natural to look to the critical discussion for a refutation of these sufficient conditions,

and thus an undermining (if not a refutation) of Theaetetus’ own definition. But, in

fact, while Socrates comes close to claiming that Protagoras’ doctrine is refuted on

three different occasions (161e-162c, 171c, 179a-b), and Heraclitus on one occasion

(183b3-4), he follows each near refutation with a qualification or a cautionary note

(162d-e, 171c-d, 179c, 183b4-5). Some might see this as Plato’s attempt at making

the conclusions of Socrates’ arguments consistent with Socrates’ character: but I

believe the qualifications and cautionary notes are marks of philosophical precision.

Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory are badly battered, but never refuted.

Now for the good news. In the previous chapters, I argue that there is no

direct logical relation between Theaetetus’ definition, Protagoras’ doctrine, and Her-

aclitus’ theory. Instead, I argue that Socrates is developing theses that these men

might agree upon. In particular, I point to two theses that bring together these men.

First, Theaetetus and Protagoras are brought together behind the thesis that percep-

tion is of what is and unerring. Second, Theaetetus, Protagoras, and Heraclitus fall

in together because all agree that nothing in itself is one. Socrates’ critical discus-

sion of Protagoras’ doctrine and Heraclitus’ theory slowly unweaves the agreement

between Protagoras, Heraclitus and Theaetetus. As he teases out their underlying

disagreements, two new interpretations of the way that knowledge is related to per-

ception emerge. One emerges as a way of understanding Protagoras’ own claim to

wisdom. The second emerges as a way of understanding the underlying skepticism

of the Protagorean measure doctrine and Heraclitean flux. Let me say a little about

each.
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At the close of the discussion of Protagoras (177e-179b), Socrates shows that

doctors, wine-makers, musicians, cooks, legislators, and finally Protagoras himself

make authoritative judgements about what will seem to be. Their authoritative

judgements about what will seem to be set them apart from the masses with whom

they are otherwise, according to Protagoras’ doctrine, equal measures of what is.

But while the experts in this class, which includes Protagoras, are able to make au-

thoritative judgements about what will seem to be, Socrates does not say that they

do more than make predictions of future perceptions based upon past and present

perceptions. Protagorean wisdom, or expertise, while not simply perception is based

upon perception. In this sense, Socrates’ articulation of Protagoras’ wisdom is inti-

mately related to Theaetetus’ initial definition of knowledge. Protagorean wisdom,

however, is both more sophisticated and a more tenable model for knowledge. Once

Protagoras’ claim to wisdom is understood, it is clear that Protagoras’ wisdom does

not simply consist in the true perceptions that he claims that all men are capable

of in his measure doctrine. Protagoras is shown to believe that wisdom consists

in men’s calculations regarding their perceptions (which can be true or false), not

simply in the perceptions themselves (which according to the measure doctrine, are

always of what is). Socrates thus unveils an underlying disagreement: Protagoras

does not believe that wisdom is perception (as Heraclitus and Theaetetus might still

maintain), but that wisdom is based upon perception and consists in the predictions

of perceptions. Protagoras is thus abandoned and Socrates continues with Heraclitus

and Theaetetus who, unlike Protagoras, are true believers in the measure doctrine,

for Heraclitus and Theaetetus believe that wisdom and knowledge are found in the
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immediate present experiences, which are always of what is and unerring.

But Socrates goes on to unveil another disagreement, this time one between

Heraclitus and Theaetetus. Heraclitus’ conception of being distinguishes him from

Theaetetus: Heraclitus believes being is in motion, while Theaetetus indicates that

he is more attached to Parmenidean stillness. Heraclitus believes that perception

is of what becomes, while Theaetetus believes that perception is of what is. Once

again, Socrates brings to light a disagreement, and in doing so, introduces a new

definition of knowledge. Heraclitus, if he believes in knowledge at all, believes that

present perceptions of what becomes—which cannot be formed into judgements of

what is—are instances of knowledge. But precisely this makes all knowledge un-

utterable. Socrates has shown that while Heraclitus and Theaetetus both believe

that knowledge is perception, Heraclitus’ understanding of this thesis amounts to

skepticism. According to Heraclitus, there is nothing that is, nothing to know, and

therefore it is impossible to know anything: there is no being, only becoming, and

no acquaintance with being only perception of becoming.10 Socrates cannot refute

the theory, but he and his interlocutors do abandon it. Theodorus despises it. The-

aetetus prefers Parmenides’ path. And Socrates finds the theory at odds with his

own commitment to the importance of philosophy and dialectic.

Neither the Protagorean nor the Heraclitean definitions of knowledge are

Theaetetus’ own. These are close cousins of Theaetetus’ definition that must be

distinguished and rejected before Socrates can address Theaetetus’ way of defining

10This is, according to R. J. Hankinson’s classifications of the different versions of skepticism,
Ontological Negative Scepticism and Epistemological Negative Scepticism (Hankinson (1995), 16).
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knowledge as perception.

This interpretation of Socrates’ critical examination of Protagoras and Her-

aclitus makes a number of passages that are normally dismissed crucial parts of

the argument (in particular, the preliminary arguments against Protagoras, “Pro-

tagoras’ speech” against these arguments, and the digression); it will make sense of

the problematic most exquisite argument; it will bring to light the importance that

Plato placed on the truth of knowledge (Protagorean wisdom fails this criteriion);

and it will reveal Plato’s unswerving faith in the existence of knowledge (Heraclitean

skepticism fails this criterion). But the chief advantage is that it makes Socrates’

discussion of the thesis that perception is knowledge much more interesting than

it has been supposed. Socrates is not just examining a “young boy’s” thesis, he is

discussing a series of definitions each of which might be understood as a version of

the thesis that “knowledge is perception.”

Before we begin, it might be helpful to revisit the outline of our passage and

refine it in light of this discussion. The passage divides into three parts. The first part

is not a preliminary, but develops a disagreement between Protagoras, on the one

hand, and Theaetetus and Heraclitus on the other (161c-171c). The disagreement is

that while Protagoras puts forth his measure doctrine, he does not believe that men

are wise because they are measures. Theaetetus and Heraclitus, on the other hand,

have a more straightforward belief in the measure doctrine: the measure doctrine is

used to support Theaetetus’ belief that perception is knowledge, and coincides with

Heraclitus’ belief that nothing in itself is one. Once Socrates distinguishes Protagor-

ean wisdom from what is to be a measure, he must argue against taking Protagorean
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wisdom as knowledge. He does this in the second part of our passage (171c-179c).

In the third part, Socrates distinguishes between Theaetetus’ and Heraclitus’ way of

understanding the measure doctrine: Theaetetus takes it to be about what is, while

Heraclitus takes it to be about what becomes (179c-183b). Heraclitus thus believes

that there is no knowledge apart from immediate present experience. Here is an

outline of our passage:

1. Protagorean wisdom is set up against Protagoras’ measure doctrine (161c-

171c).

(a) Socrates claims that Protagoras’ belief in his own wisdom is at odds with

Protagoras’ doctrine (161c-162a).

(b) Socrates gives a speech on behalf of Protagoras in which he has “Protag-

oras” mark a distinction between “good” and “true” judgements (166a-

168c).

(c) Socrates shows that men’s belief in wisdom is at odds with Protagoras’

doctrine (169d-171d).

(d) Socrates marks a distinction between “good” and “true” judgements (171d-

179b).11

2. Socrates presents two arguments against Protagorean wisdom (171c-179c).

11The discussion of the distinction between “good” and “true” judgements overlaps with Socrates’
argument against Protagorean wisdom.
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(a) Socrates shows that Protagoras’ wisdom is not about what is beneficial,

just, and pious, but about what seems beneficial, just, and pious (171c-

179b).

(b) Protagoras’ wisdom is not about what is, but about what will become

(177c-179b).

3. Socrates develops and abandons Heraclitus’ skepticism about knowledge (179c-

183b).

(a) Socrates distinguishes between a Heraclitean and a Parmenidean theory

(179c-181b).

(b) Socrates and Theodorus discuss the meaning of “all is flux” (181b-182a).

(c) Socrates reminds Theodorus of the theory of perception (182a-b).

(d) Socrates reconciles their understanding of the flux theory with the theory

of perception (182c-d).

(e) Socrates concludes that there is no Heraclitean knowledge (182d-183b).

In the remainder of this chapter, I will show how Socrates introduces an

apparent incompatibility between Protagorean wisdom and Protagoras’ doctrine and

will give a close reading of the so-called “self-refutation” argument. In the next

chapter, I will show how Socrates resolves the apparent incompatibility between

Protagoras’ doctrine and Protagoras’ claim to wisdom while also giving his own

reasons for rejecting Protagorean wisdom as knowledge. In the chapter after that,

we will see Socrates demonstrate that Heracliteanism leads to the claim that there

is no knowledge.
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7.2 Protagoras’ Choice: Wisdom or Doctrine (161c-171c)

From 161b-171c, Socrates develops a tension between Protagoras’ claim to

wisdom (he was not shy about declaring himself a sophist) and Protagoras’ measure

doctrine. I will divide our discussion of this passage into three parts: a brief discus-

sion of the initial accusation that Protagoras is a hypocrite (161b-162a), a similarly

brief discussion of Socrates’ defense on behalf of Protagoras (166a-168c), and a much

longer discussion of the final argument, which demonstrates the tension between

men’s belief in wisdom and Protagoras’ doctrine (169d-171c).12

7.2.1 Protagoras is Charged with Hypocrisy (161b-162a)

The first argument begins with ridicule. If Protagoras really thinks that all

appearances are true, then there is no reason why it should be man and not pig

that is the measure of all things (161c-d). After mocking the theory, Socrates goes

on to refine the argument by pointing out that the doctrine is incompatible with

Protagoras’ claim to wisdom (161d-162a). How is it that each man can be his own

measure if Protagoras is wiser than everyone else? Socrates thus ends his speech by

12In the four page gap between 162a and 166a, Socrates and Theaetetus are engaged in a dis-
cussion of the merits of Theaetetus’ understanding of his definition. I will discuss this passage in a
later chapter (“The Limits of Perception”). Plato very carefully writes 161b-169c, so that crit-
icisms of Protagoras’ doctrine are always addressed to Theodorus, while criticisms of Theaetetus’
definition are always addressed to Theaetetus. For those intrigued by Plato’s literary flourishes (as
I am), one might also be interested in noting that Socrates addresses himself as a midwife when
he is conversing with Theaetetus, but as a wrestling partner when he addresses himself to Theo-
dorus. This is maintained throughout this half of the dialogue, but the contrast is brought out most
vividly from 160e-171c, where Socrates goes back and forth between Theaetetus and Theodorus.
The contrast between dialectic as childbirth (Socrates playing the part of midwife) and dialectic as
wrestling (with its sexual overtones, and Socrates as partner) is one worth contemplating.
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saying that Protagoras’ doctrine must be either a joke, or Protagoras is a hypocrite

playing to the prejudices of a self-loving crowd.13

7.2.2 Protagoras’ Defense (166a-168c)

After inviting Theodorus to defend Protagoras a number of times, Socrates

himself finally comes to Protagoras’ rescue. He does so by giving a speech in Pro-

tagoras’ name. At the beginning of the speech, Socrates imagines that Protagoras in

“no respectful spirit” would accuse Socrates of frightening a young boy, rather than

truly demonstrating that the measure doctrine is false (166a).

Socrates then imagines a more substantive argument that Protagoras might

have given in response to the charge that his doctrine is inconsistent with his prac-

tice as a sophist. Protagoras might have conceded that, while all men are measures,

only some men are wise (166d). Protagoras, Socrates imagines, would develop this

distinction by describing wisdom as better judgement, and being a measure as true

judgement about what seems (166d-167d). Protagoras would explain that men can-

not judge what they do not experience (167a-b), so that men’s judgements must

necessarily correspond to what is (for their experiences certainly are!), and there-

fore, all men’s judgements must be true (167a-b). It is in this sense that each man

is the measure of what is. But Protagoras would then go on to carve a niche for his

own wisdom. First, he says that wisdom is a matter of being able to change what

13This accusation is similar to that given in the Cratylus against Protagoras (Crat., 385e4-386d2).
The charge of inconsistency also might be compared to the charge that Protagoras brings against
Simonides’ poem in the Protagoras (Prot., 339a ff.).
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appears to men (166d, 167c). Second, he says that wisdom is having better, not

truer, judgements (167b). In this way, Protagoras might have escaped the charge of

hypocrisy.

7.2.3 Theodorus’ Choice: Wisdom or Doctrine (169e-171c)

It is only once Socrates has shown Theodorus how it is that Protagoras might

escape the charges that they are bringing against him, that Theodorus finally agrees

to answer on behalf of Protagoras (169c). After Socrates reminds Theodorus of both

the earlier attack against Protagoras and “Protagoras’” defense, Socrates questions

his own authority to have made these remarks on behalf of Protagoras. Socrates

notes that it would be best to revisit the arguments and try to obtain the same

concessions, but from Protagoras’ own statement. In the arguments to follow, then,

we should expect Socrates to try to force Protagoras to concede that there are wise

and ignorant men, and to draw some sort of distinction between the judgements of

wise men and the true judgements that all men make as “measures.”

In the two pages that follow, Plato has Socrates begin up to four arguments.14

The point of each of these arguments is roughly this: Protagoras’ doctrine is incom-

patible with men’s belief in wisdom and the nature of wisdom. Let’s take a closer

look at each of these arguments.

14I say “begin” because it is not clear whether he finishes the first argument. I say “up to” because
it is not always clear whether Socrates is presenting a new argument, or more fully explaining the
previous one.
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7.2.3.1 Argument I

Socrates begins the first argument at 170a, with a statement of Protagoras’

doctrine:

Belief Doctrine: What each man believes also is for him who believes

it (170a).15

Socrates then follows the doctrine with two statements, both of which he claims all

men believe:

Existence of Wisdom and Ignorance (EWI): There are wise men and

ignorant men (170b).16

15Or, perhaps more naturally, “what seems to each man also is for him to whom it seems.” In
Greek the passage reads:“τὸ δοκοῦν ἑκάστῳ τοῦτο καὶ εἶναί ... ᾧ δοκεῖ;” I have used the English
verb “to believe” to translate the cognates of δοκεῖν above, although it is less natural than the
“seems” translation. One could translate δοκεῖν and its cognates with any of the following English
verbs: “to seem,” “to think,” “to opine,” “to judge.” I will translate δοκεῖν as “to believe” most
frequently, but as is the custom, I will go back and forth among these different translations when
it is particularly awkward to use “to believe.”

Both Levett and McDowell favor “to judge” as a translation of δοκεῖν, though in the translation
of this doctrine they both use “to seem.” But I think the shift from an “Appearance Doctrine” to a
“Belief Doctrine” captures Socrates’ shift from the version of the doctrine in which Socrates talks
about φαινόμενα, and the current version in which he talks about δοκοῦντα. (Compare this doctrine
with the Appearance doctrine that is first given at 152a6-8: ὡς οἷα μὲν ἕκαστα ἐμοὶ φαίνεται τοιαῦτα
μὲν ἔστιν ἐμοί, οἷα δὲ σοί, τοιαῦτα δὲ αὖ σοί·.) The important difference is that in the appearance
doctrine, Socrates talks about appearances (φαινόμενα), but here he talks about beliefs (δοκοῦντα);
Socrates is emphasizing a shift from the measure doctrine applied to how things appear, to the
measure doctrine applied to how one judges or what one believes about the appearances. As in
Greek, “he perceives it,” “it appears to him,” “it seems to him,” “he believes it” can be quite similar
in meaning, though there is a gradation from the least “noetic” to the most.

16I have paraphrased: “there is wisdom and ignorance beside them” (σοφίαν καὶ ἀμαθίαν εἶναι
παρὰ σφίσιν). The sense (I believe) is this: there are wise men and ignorant men walking among
men. But as it will become clear in our discussion: all men believe that, out there there are both
wise and ignorant men, but few if any men are willing to admit that they themselves might be
ignorant. I think this is why Socrates adds the “beside them” at the close of the thesis.

225



Nature of Wisdom and Ignorance (NWI): Wisdom is believing true

things and ignorance believing false things (170b).17

Now, if Protagoras maintains the Belief Doctrine, and all men believe EWI and NWI,

then Protagoras is forced to concede that EWI is true for all men and NWI is true

for all men. But if Protagoras concedes that EWI and NWI are true for all men,

this is tantamount to a concession that EWI and NWI are true. But Protagoras’

doctrine (interpreted as the Belief Doctrine), EWI and NWI are an incompatible

trio. For, if there are wise men and ignorant men (EWI), and wisdom is true belief

and ignorance false belief (NWI), then:

BTF: Men believe true things and men believe false things.

BTF and the Belief Doctrine are incompatible.18 In this way, Protagoras’ conces-

sion to EWI would secure precisely what it was that Socrates set out to secure: a

concession based on Protagoras’ own statement that there are wise men. Moreover,

Protagoras’ concession to NWI would come as a pleasant addition, for it blocks off

the defense that Socrates gave on behalf of Protagoras earlier (166d-167d), Protag-

oras can’t claim that his wisdom is different from true belief if he is forced to concede

17I have described both wisdom and ignorance as belief, but in fact, at the outset, Socrates de-
scribes wisdom as “thinking true things” and ignorance as “believing false things”. The distinction
between “thinking” and “believing,” seems to be only a brief fastidiousness, which he will drop in
the next few lines.

18One might observe that the inference from EWI and NWI to BTF rests on one additional
assumption—men are wise by wisdom, and ignorant by ignorance. In fact, this is an assumption
that Socrates had Theaetetus concede very early in the dialogue as he was introducing his question,
what is knowledge (145d). In the argument from 145d-e, Socrates and Theaetetus discuss the
relation between wisdom and knowledge. The use of this assumption in this argument should lead
the reader to recall this passage, and reflect on whether this current passage bares on the question
of the relation between wisdom and knowledge. In the next chapter, I will show that it does.
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that wisdom is true belief since all men believe it. Protagoras’ doctrine would thus

come to a swift demise.

But Socrates does not complete this argument! Instead, Socrates merely

observes that it seems that all men believe EWI and NWI, and does not draw any

conclusions about what it is that Protagoras must concede when he is faced with

these universal beliefs. But this swift argument intimates the more drawn out and

measured doctrine that is to follow. In the argument to follow, Socrates will not

confront Protagoras directly with men’s belief in EWI or NWI (as in the argument

above). Instead, Socrates will confront Protagoras with men’s belief in BTF. Here

we might observe that, rather than making Protagoras concede the truth of EWI

and NWI, because all men believe these theses, and thus the truth of BTF which

follows from EWI and NWI, Socrates observes that if all men believe in EWI and

all men believe in NWI, then all men should believe in BTF (if their beliefs are

consistent). Socrates will then confront Protagoras with men’s belief in BTF. In

the three arguments to follow Socrates will question the universality of men’s belief

in BTF, and it will be the universality of men’s belief in BTF which explains the

differences in each of the arguments.

The first argument is a tease. Socrates never draws any conclusions, but he

must certainly be setting Theodorus’ mind at work anticipating the dangers that lie

ahead. In the next argument, Socrates will walk Theodorus through the consequences

for Protagoras if all men believe in BTF.
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7.2.3.2 Argument II

In the second argument against Protagoras (170c), Socrates begins by rhetor-

ically asking Protagoras what they are to make of his statement (170c). Socrates

presents an (apparent) dilemma: either they accept Protagoras’ doctrine,19 that men

always believe true things, or they reject his doctrine, because men sometimes be-

lieve true things and sometimes false things (BTF) (170c). In either case, Socrates

says, the result is the same: men believe both true things and false things (170c).

The argument (which Socrates does not himself expand upon) goes like this:

P1: Belief Doctrine or BTF

P2: All men believe BTF (from Argument I).

If Belief Doctrine is true, then BTF is true (from P2).

If Belief Doctrine is false, then BTF is true (from P1)

So, BTF

The argument is a valid one, but it is not clear that it is sound. P1, in fact, is false.

One might deny both the Belief Doctrine and BTF because one maintained either

that men might always believe false things, or because one maintained that men

19In fact, Socrates does not restate the Belief Doctrine, but gives an unrelativized version of it,
“men always believe true things”( 170c). I have ignored this in what follows because the argument
has similar problems in either case, and this would just add a further complication to the discussion.
Also, it seems possible that Socrates is either sloppily referring to the more precise description that
he just gave, or he is saying that men believe “true things,” among which are the things that are
“true for them.” These same options are not available in Argument IV, in part because there the
relativized version of the doctrine is very important because Socrates is discussing one man’s belief,
but here he is discussing all men’s beliefs.
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might always believe things that are neither true nor false. In fact, a Heraclitean

would probably pick one of these latter alternatives. In an argument against Protag-

oras, however, we only need to establish that Protagoras would agree to P1. So, does

Protagoras believe that all beliefs are true or false, and that there must be some true

beliefs? In fact, it is not clear that he would (cf. 166a-168c): in particular it seems

possible that he would maintain that beliefs could only be true or false for one, and

that there is no such thing as true or false simply. Nor is it clear that the second

premise is true. P2 could be derived from the first argument, as we noted, but it

depends upon four theses, each of which Protagoras might deny: (1) all men believe

EWI, (2) all men believe NWI, (3) all men believe that men are wise by wisdom and

ignorant by ignorance, (4) all men’s beliefs are consistent. P2 looks less plausible

in light of this argument, which apparently supports it, than it would on its own.

Afterall, most of us believe that there are true beliefs and false beliefs.

But this close scrutiny might be faulted for missing the forest for the trees. In

effect, Socrates is measuring Protagoras’ doctrine against a universal belief in BTF,

which, in light of this argument, we will now re-christen the “Contrary Doctrine.” If

Protagoras maintains his Belief Doctrine then he is forced to acknowledge that if a

man believes the Contrary Doctrine, then the Contrary Doctrin is true for that man.

But Socrates declares that all men believe the Contrary Doctrine, so Protagoras is

forced to concede that the Contrary Doctrine is true for all men and his own Belief

Doctrine is false for all men.

In this argument Socrates measures Protagoars’ doctrine up against a uni-

versal belief in the Contrary Doctrine. In the third argument Socrates will measure
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Protagoras’ doctrine up against a majority belief in the Contrary Doctrine. And in

the fourth argument Socrates will measure Protagoras’ doctrine up against a single

opponent’s belief in the Contrary Doctrine. These arguments are thus a series of

“measurements” of Protagoras’ doctrine against an increasingly weak opposition.

7.2.3.3 Argument III

Socrates begins the third argument by reminding Theodorus of the “rela-

tivism” of the Protagorean doctrine: the doctrine is not simply that all men think

truly, but that each man thinks what is true for him (170d).20 Socrates then asks The-

odorus whether men often disagree with his opinions; Theodorus responds, “Heavens

yes, Socrates, ‘tens and tens of thousands’ to be sure”(170e). Socrates then observes

that according to Protagoras’ doctrine, “you are thinking what is true for yourself,

but false for the tens of thousands” (170e). Socrates goes through this same exercise

again, but this time his subject is Protagoras and Protagoras’ judgement is his own

doctrine. The result is analogous to the first example. While the doctrine is true for

Protagoras it is false for the tens and tens of thousands. So that, in fact, “so much

the more Protagoras’ doctrine isn’t than is” (171a).

In both examples, Socrates indicates that the Protagorean Belief Doctrine

leads one to do a calculus of truth for any statement. If Protagoras’ Belief Doctrine

is true, then a statement’s truth is correlated to the number of men who believe it. If

Protagoras’ Belief Doctrine is true, then the very same doctrine is also shown to be

20Note the dative construction “σοί” (“for you”) at 170d5 (also the placement at the beginning
of the clause as emphasis). Plato clearly flags the importance of these qualifiers.
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more false than true, because more men believe the Contrary Doctrine than believe

the Belief Doctrine.

If Protagoras’ doctrine is right, then it turns not only against itself, as in

the above argument, but against any man who thinks something that others do not.

Protagoras’ doctrine makes expertise—specialized knowledge about something most

men don’t know—impossible. Moments earlier, Socrates has observed that men turn

to generals, doctors, and captains when they are on the battlefield, sick, or in a storm

at sea (170a-b). If Protagoras’ doctrine is right, then these expert judgements cannot

be true, for an expert’s thoughts are made false precisely because he stands apart

from most men. Worse yet, proponents of the doctrine make out experts, including

both Theodorus and Protagoras, as uncommonly stupid.

But although this argument puts Protagoras in a tough spot, he has not

yet refuted himself. The upshot of the third argument is only that the doctrine

is implausible and “more false” than true. The third argument ends up with a

weaker conclusion than the second argument. The second argument showed that

if Protagoras maintains his Belief Doctrine, then he is forced to concede that if all

men disagree with the Belief Doctrine then it is also false for all men. But the third

argument shows that if Protagoras maintains his Belief Doctrine then he is forced to

concede that if most men disagree then it is also false for most men.

7.2.3.4 Argument IV

The fourth and final argument is the one that is called the “most exquisite.”

In the final argument, Socrates will use the weakest premise of all: not all, not most,
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but at least one man disagrees with Protagoras. Socrates argues that even if there is

just one such opponent, Protagoras will have to face this man’s opinion and in doing

so Protagoras will end up refuting himself. How does this argument go?

The argument appears to begin with a crude variant of the Belief Doctrine.

Rather than giving Protagoras’ Belief Doctrine, Socrates begins with the following:

BT: Men always believe true things (170c).

BT differs from the Belief Doctrine in two respects: (1) BT replaces an ontological

claim (what one believes is) with an alethic claim (what one believes is true), but

more importantly (2) BT replaces a qualified claim (is for one) with an unqualified

claim (is true simpliciter). Socrates then measures Protagoras’ belief in BT against

a single opponent’s belief that men believe true things and false things (Contrary

Doctrine). Socrates argues, not that Protagoras must concede that his opponent’s

belief is true for his opponent, but that Protagoras must concede the truth of his

opponent’s belief. Protagoras is thus brought to contradict himself, for he cannot

maintain both BT and the Contrary Doctrine.21

The argument should have completed a natural sequence in which Protag-

oras’ Belief Doctrine was weighed first against the possibility that all men hold the

Contrary Doctrine, then against the possibility that some men hold the Contrary

21The self-refutation argument with which Socrates dismisses Protagoras’ doctrine might be com-
pared to the self-refutation that Protagoras accuses Simonides of in his lyric ode to Scopas, Pro-
tagoras 339a-d. It seems that just as Socrates sees an escape for Simonides, so to he sees a way of
escape for Protagoras. In fact, as we will see, the way of escape is one and the same: a distinction
must be made between being and becoming.
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Doctrine, and finally against the possibility that just one opponent holds the Con-

trary Doctrine. Protagoras would thus have been forced to concede, first that his

Belief Doctrine is false for all men, then only that it is false for most men, and finally

that his Belief Doctrine is false for only one man. But Socrates makes what should

have been the weakest argument the strongest, and he does this through a simple

ruse, by replacing Protagoras’ Belief Doctrine with BT. The question is, what are

we to make of this?

7.2.3.5 Criticisms of Argument IV—the “most exquisite” argument

As I said earlier, there are a number of articles written on the fourth and

final argument. The central question is why Socrates substitutes BT for the Belief

Doctrine. The question has led to a disagreement about the nature of Protagoras’

doctrine. In particular, Gail Fine (and others following her) argue that Plato did

not in fact think that Protagoras was a relativist.22 Instead, she argues, Plato

thought that Protagoras was an infallibilist (or a subjectivist). This is because while

a relativist rejects truth simpliciter and instead embraces only “truth for one,” an

infallibilist argues that there is truth simpliciter but that individuals are infallible.

In other words, the infallibilist claims that all beliefs are true (BT, above), while

the relativist claims that all beliefs are true for the one who believes them (Belief

Doctrine, above). She argues that proponents of the view that Protagoras (in the

Theaetetus) is a relativist can’t explain why Plato would give the exquisite argument.

But if Protagoras is an infallibilist then the argument makes sense. The insuperable

22Fine (1996a), 105-133, and Fine (1998b), 137-163.

233



weakness of Fine’s reading is that she struggles to explain why Plato would ever use

the relativizing clauses, as he certainly does, throughout the dialogue.

Myles Burnyeat is the most distinguished defender of the relativist reading.

He began his argument as an historical one, arguing that Sextus’ arguments against

Protagoras are based on the claim that Protagoras is an infallibilist, but that a

more reliable ancient source for Protagoras’ views is Plato’s Theaetetus, in which

Protagoras is portrayed as a relativist.23 In this context, Burnyeat did not defend

his interpretation of the Protagoras portrayed in the Theaetetus, but only defended

his claim that the Protagoras of the Theaetetus was supposed to be representative

of the actual historical Protagoras. However, in the sequel to this paper and in

anticipation of readings like Fine’s, Burnyeat justifies his claim that the Protagoras

of the Theaetetus was indeed a relativist, not an infallibilist.24 Burnyeat gives a

possible worlds analysis of what it means to say something is “true for oneself.” He

then goes on to point out that if Socrates had used the qualifiers in the right way,

the argument would have been valid—contrary to the popular belief that the self-

refutation argument would have been impossible to complete if Socrates had kept the

qualifiers in place.25 In addition to arguing that the presence of the qualifiers would

not get in the way of a good argument, Burnyeat must also explain why the qualifiers

are in fact dropped. Here Burnyeat suggests that we give Plato the “benefit of the

doubt.”26

23Burnyeat (1976b).
24Burnyeat (1976c).
25Burnyeat (1976c), 182 ff.
26Burnyeat (1976c), 184.
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Burnyeat places a lot of emphasis on the importance of his “possible worlds

analysis” in making the relativized version of the argument valid. But the possible

worlds analysis does not do most of the work. Instead, it is an additional assumption

that Burnyeat uses that makes his version of the argument valid. This additional

assumption emerges most clearly when Burnyeat makes the following remark:

[Socrates] is pointing out that what it means for the measure doctrine

to be false for someone is that he is not a Protagorean measure: which

is to say that his mere belief in a proposition is neither a sufficient nor

a necessary condition for that proposition to be true in some relativistic

sense. Thus it is from Protagoras’ admission that the measure doctrine

fails to give a generally valid theory of truth that Socrates finally infers

that the doctrine is not true for Protagoras or for anyone else (171c5-7).27

The weight of Burnyeat’s argument rests not on understanding “truth for” as truth

in each man’s world (in fact, I think this is more or less precisely what everyone has

already understood), but instead on whether or not the opponent rejects the measure

doctrine because (a) he believes other men’s beliefs are sometimes false or (b) he

believes all men’s beliefs, including his own, are sometimes false. If the opponent

rejects the measure doctrine only so far as (a), then Burnyeat’s reconstruction of

the argument does NOT in fact go through. But this is precisely the possibility

that Burnyeat dismisses. Here Burnyeat says: “The solution I want to propose is

that Plato takes it that, if relativism is not true for someone, it does not hold of

that person’s judgements and beliefs” (179). Burnyeat thus suggests that if a person

27Burnyeat (1976c), 188.
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rejects relativism—that is the person rejects the measure doctrine (or Belief Doctrine,

as we have called it)—then it is because the person believes that the Belief Doctrine

does not hold of his own beliefs, that is, that his own judgements are not all true. The

rejection of the measure doctrine is thus based upon (b). I acknowledge that this is,

of course, the only consistent position the opponent could have. It would be a piece

of arrogance to declare that other men’s beliefs are true and false, but one’s own are

always true. Burnyeat thus grants to the opponent the virtue of being a reasonable

man. But the text doesn’t support his decision. The opponent, as Socrates describes

him does not reject the measure doctrine because he believes his own beliefs to be

false: no, no, he believe it is his neighbor who is the ignorant one (170c, 170d, 171b).

Nowhere in the text does Socrates credit the opponent for claiming to believe that

his own beliefs are false.

Nonetheless Burnyeat’s analysis is helpful for he has shown how it is that

Socrates could have defeated Protagoras. Socrates could have defeated Protagoras

simply by saying, “Protagoras, I believe that my own beliefs are sometimes true

and sometimes false.” Such an objection would silence Protagoras. Socratic self-

knowledge, knowledge that one does not know some things, or more precisely, the

belief that one has false beliefs, is the first step to refuting Protagoreanism.28

Burnyeat’s analysis also helps us better understand the sort of opponent that

Socrates is having argue against Protagoras. Socrates is not arguing on his own

28The self-knowledge required for refuting Protagoreanism is not the knowledge of which of one’s
beliefs are false, only the belief that among one’s beliefs are false ones. The next part of the dialogue,
in which Socrates tries to establish that he can have false beliefs, is thus a natural next step in a
Socratic argument against Protagoras.
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behalf against Protagoras, but is instead imagining a different sort of opponent: one

who lacks Socratic self-knowledge. Protagoras’ opponent, while disbelieving that

other men’s judgements are all true, doesn’t reject Protagoras’ doctrine as far as

his own beliefs are concerned—though admittedly, in case of disaster he will run

forthwith to the nearest leader as if to a God (170a). The opponent that Socrates

brings against Protagoras, is not Socrates himself (here I think Socrates would have

been more than happy to state his own belief that his beliefs are sometimes true

and sometimes false), but an opponent who believes his own beliefs are always true

(and is thus flattered by Protagoras’ doctrine) while nonetheless believing that those

around him have false beliefs. It is reasonable to suppose that the opponent is a man

like Theodorus. For it would make sense if Socrates only argues against Protagoras

using theses that Theodorus himself agrees with. And Theodorus has shown that

he believes his neighbors’ beliefs are false (170c), but it is not clear that Theodorus

believes that his own beliefs are ever false—even when he meets with great opposition

(cf. 170d-e).

7.2.3.6 Plato’s Dramatic Framing of the Argument

Theodorus is not the strongest opponent that Protagoras might face. Socrates

has the two face off, not because the refutation of Protagoras requires it, but because

he wants to show men like Theodorus that even they should not agree with Protag-

oras. This leads us to question a methodological presumption that Burnyeat and Fine

share. Both Burnyeat and Fine take the self-refutation argument as a cornerstone of

their interpretation of Plato’s Protagoras (of the Theaetetus). Their shared method-
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ological presumption is that this argument is meant to carry a lot of weight for Plato

as the best argument against Protagoras’ doctrine, so the argument better be, if not

sound and valid, close enough to make it plausible that Plato would have thought

it so. But our observations should lead us to consider whether this methodological

presumption is warranted by the passage. In particular, we should consider the tex-

tual evidence that Plato’s characters—Socrates, Protagoras, and Theodorus—take

this argument as a serious refutation of Protagoras’ doctrine.29 In what follows, I

argue that the dramatic context within which Plato puts this argument should make

one wary of accepting Burnyeat and Fine’s methodological presumption.

We have already argued that Socrates constructs the argument for men like

Theodorus. So we might hope that the argument convinces Socrates’ interlocutor.

While at first Theodorus seems taken aback— “Socrates, we are running down my

companion too far” (171c)—he will eventually return to this argument as a great

objection against Protagoras—“the theory ... makes all other men’s beliefs authori-

tative, but their thinking made it clear that Protagoras’ statements are true for no

one” (179b7-10).

But does Socrates take it as seriously as Theodorus? Socrates’ remarks fol-

lowing up on Theodorus’ initial reservations are difficult to decipher: they seem

purposefully ambiguous. Socrates says: “But it is not clear whether we run past

29Burnyeat gives his own textual evidence for this claim (Burnyeat (1976c), 175-177). Burn-
yeat and I differ on how seriously we take Theodorus. Burnyeat accords Theodorus more respect
than I do (ibid., 175). Plato, I believe, thinks of Theodorus as an old school stodgy mathemati-
cian. His mathematical rigor consists not in insight, logical astuteness, or great understanding of
mathematical objects, but in being careful about going through all the cases.
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what is right” (171c). On the most straightforward reading, Socrates seems to be

emphasizing that, although they are being hard on Protagoras’ theory it is not clear

that they are being unjust. But we might note that Socrates expresses some hes-

itation in his words, for he doesn’t say that it is clear that they are proceeding

correctly, only that it is not clear that they have gone too far. Socrates’ remarks

encourage the reader to slow down, to make sure that Socrates hasn’t done some-

thing too fast. Burnyeat makes the following eloquent observation about Socrates’

final charge against Protagoras: “After the urbane irony of the “exquisite” para-

graph, this strikingly anacoluthic sentence with its jerky syntax comes like a sudden

crescendo of quite savage triumph.”30 But Burnyeat and I draw a different moral

from these observations: I see Socrates’ admitting that they have been savage and

undiscerning: attacking not the true doctrine but tearing apart a straw man while

ignoring the crucial premise that would destroy Protagoras: an acknowledgment of

their own ignorance. While Burnyeat believes that Theodorus is taken aback by the

“spectacular form in which the refutation finally comes” and that Socrates’ follow-

ing speech is “cuttingly sarcastic,” I take the refutation to have gone too far, and

Socrates’ speech that follows to be, at least in part, serious. Protagoras was not

such an idiot as to propound a theory that falls just in case a single man thinks his

neighbor is ignorant. Protagoras played upon men’s belief in their own knowledge,

and he played this belief against their belief in their neighbor’s ignorance.

And, indeed, my hesitation to read the exquisite argument as a “sudden

crescendo of quite savage triumph,” is corroborated when Socrates continues with a

30Burnyeat (1976c), 187, note 17.
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paean to the older sophist: “Hence, it is likely that because he is older he is wiser than

us. And if, right now, he were to stick his head up here as far as his neck, it is likely

that after discrediting me for all this foolishness, and discrediting you too for agreeing

with me, he would depart, ducking down and running away.”(171cd). According to

Socrates, then, Protagoras would not take this argument seriously, but think that

Socrates has been talking nonsense. Socrates, taking to heart Protagoras’ criticism,

will turn to make yet another argument against Protagoras’ doctrine (171d-179b,

though it would seem to be interrupted from 172b-177c).

In sum then, Theodorus believes (or worries, at least) that this argument has

refuted Protagoras, Socrates thinks they might have overstated the case or run past

what is correct, and Protagoras thinks (or would think) they are talking nonsense.

Contrary to the presumption in both Burnyeat’s and Fine’s work, I take it that we

should aim for a reading of this argument that satisfies these criteria: the argu-

ment should be troubling for Theodorus (a good mathematician), a bit overstated

or hyperbolic for Socrates, and unconvincing nonsense for Protagoras.

Theodorus, as we learn from his own testimony, turned away from philosophy

to mathematics early on in his career. Plato’s implicit criticism of such a character is

that he does not turn to consider his first principles. In a philosophic argument, this

amounts to not considering the truth or soundness of the premises, but instead only

considering whether the conclusions follow validly from them. And so this is what

we might expect here: Theodorus is swayed by the validity of the argument while

overlooking the possibility that it is not sound. I believe that Theodorus simply fails

to recognize the difference between the qualified and unqualified interpretations of

240



Protgoras’ doctrine (Belief Doctrine and BT, above), but that he nonetheless senses

that the Doctrine has been played false (171c). If Theodorus’ confidence in the

doctrine is undermined, perhaps part of the credit should be placed on the third

and not the fourth argument. In the third argument, Socrates hints at a calculus of

true and false judgements. After Socrates hints at this calculus of truth, Theodorus

concedes that the doctrine “more isn’t than is” (171a). The fact that Theodorus is

convinced by this calculus of truth (what we might also call probability) fits in with

the picture that we have of Theodorus from other parts of the dialogue. Theodorus,

as we saw in Theaetetus’ portrait of him as a mathematician (147d), likes to go

through cases one by one, and we might infer that he thinks of truth as probability:

the more cases in which the theorem appears to be true the more likely the theorem

is true simply. In addition, Protagoras has hinted that we should be on the look

out for moments in which one is more swayed by probability than necessity (162e).

Although Theodorus is not yet willing to relinquish his belief in Protagoras’ doctrine,

I have given a reading that shows why he is left feeling doubtful of its truth.

Let’s turn now to our second criterion. To satisfy our second criterion, the

self-refutation argument will need to be a bit overstated for Socrates. This criterion

would be satisfied if the argument has put forth a stronger version of Protagoras’

thesis than that which Socrates thinks Protagoras himself would adhere to. This

criterion could be satisfied in any number of ways, but the most obvious way is by

dropping the relativizing qualifiers. Here I disagree with Burnyeat and Fine: I do

not think that Plato portrays Socrates as taking this argument to be based on the

“authorized” version of the Protagorean doctrine. Instead, I think the obvious red
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flag—the fact that the qualifiers are dropped from the doctrine at the beginning of

the argument (171a)—is intentional. Although the argument is not utter nonsense

— the argument does follow from this un-relativized Protagorean doctrine — Plato is

portraying Socrates’ own suspicion that the argument has gone past what is correct.

It’s likely that Socrates represents Plato’s own sentiment: Plato did not believe that

he could simply refute Protagoras’ version of relativism with an opponent who be-

lieved that other men’s beliefs were false. To defeat Protagoras’ doctine, one needs

an opponent who believes that his own beliefs are sometimes true and sometimes

false. Until Protagoras faces such an opponent, Protagoras’ doctrine stands unre-

futed. Further, I would point out that the third and fourth arguments are classically

sophistic arguments: in the third argument Socrates argues for the probability that

something be false, while in the fourth argument Socrates makes the weaker argu-

ment the stronger. Socrates last argument shows not only how Protagoras’ doctrine

can be made to turn against Protagoras, but how Protagoras’ method of argument

can be made to turn against Protagoras.

Finally, we will need to explain why the whole of the argument is nonsense for

Protagoras. For the whole of the argument to be nonsense, there must be some un-

derlying assumption that Protagoras would not accept. Here, I don’t think Socrates’

purposeful carelessness in dropping the qualifiers is enough. For the argument might

still make sense for Protagoras, and he would have a ready reply that he fails to give

(“put those qualifiers back!”). Instead there must be something more fundamentally

wrong with this argument.

I think the best way to satisfy this criterion is to recognize what Socrates had
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“Protagoras” say in his earlier speech (166a-168c): Protagoras does not believe in

truth. An argument that depends upon logical force has little if any meaning to him.

For Protagoras, the strength of an argument does not rest on what is true, or what

is false, what follows of necessity from a given truth and what does not; instead the

strength of an argument depends upon what appears to be true, and to whom. In

short, the best arguments must be persuasive but need not be true.

In the end then, there is more than enough reason to question the method-

ological assumption of both Fine and Burnyeat that Plato thought this was the best

argument against Protagoras’ doctrine.

7.2.3.7 Protagoras’ Escape

Even if Protagoras grants the validity of the final three arguments, he might

still object to a premise that was introduced in the first unfinished argument—a

premise that underwrites each of the final three arguments: (all men believe, some

men believe, at least one man believes that) wisdom is true belief and ignorance

is false belief (NWI). This thesis has allowed Socrates, in each of the last three

arguments, to “substitute” men’s belief in wisdom and ignorance (EWI), for men’s

belief in true and false beliefs (the Contrary Doctrine). If the substitution is unfair,

then all three arguments must be rewritten so that Socrates measures Protagoras’

Belief Doctrine against men’s belief in EWI (the existence of wisdom and ignorance)

and not the Contrary Doctrine. If Socrates had done this there would have been

no conflict at all. Protagoras might have maintained his Belief Doctrine without

disagreeeing with his opponents’ belief in the existence of wisdom and ignorance.
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This is because Protagoras makes a distinction between true judgement and wisdom.

Wisdom consists in having better beliefs, not truer beliefs (167b).

One important clarificatory point should be made here. According to this

imagined Protagorean objection, the arguments lose their force against Protagoras

not because all men come to agree with Protagoras that wisdom is not, in fact,

true judgement. All men could still maintain this, but the arguments would still

not threaten Protagoras. How is this? Envision the following exchange between

Protagoras and his opponents. First, Protagoras maintains that all men’s beliefs

are true for them. In response, Protagoras’ opponents (however many there may

be) maintain that there is wisdom and ignorance. Protagoras replies that he agrees

that there is wisdom and ignorance. The opponents are momentarily puzzled but

then respond that, “no, we mean to say there are both true and false beliefs among

men.” Protagoras smiles condescendingly and says, “Yes, for you there are both ‘true’

and ‘false’ beliefs.” The explanation for Protagoras’ final rebuff is the same as the

one he gave in his earlier speech. His opponents are “still in a naive state”: what

they call “true” is not true but better (167b). As long as the Protagorean’s belief

in a distinction between true judgement and wisdom stands, the Protagorean will

think that he can maintain his position against his opponents simply by marking a

distinction between how he uses the word ‘true’ and how they use the word ‘true.’

So, at the close of this series of arguments, where do we stand? Theodorus’

confidence is shaken, but he is as yet unpersuaded. Socrates is withholding the

strongest argument that he could make against Protagoras: if there is a single man

who believes of his own beliefs that they are both true and false, then this man,
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by himself, will be able to refute Protagoras. The question is whether there is

such a man. Protagoras dismisses these arguments for two reasons: they talk of

truth and falseness (such primitive notions), and because he thinks that Socrates

has illegitimately substituted men’s belief in wisdom and ignorance for men’s belief

in true and false judgements. In the end then, Socrates has shown that if there

is an identity between wisdom and true judgement, then a tension arises between

Protagoras’ doctrine and men’s belief in wisdom. The tension does not become an

inconsistency unless a single man is willing to acknowledge the possibility that his

own beliefs are false, but even without this we have three potential consequences: (1)

if all men believe that there are true and false beliefs, then the doctrine is false for all

men, (2) if some men believe that there are true and false beliefs, then the doctrine is

false for most men, (3) if one man believes that there are true and false beliefs, then

the doctrine is false for one man. The tension between the doctrine and men’s belief

in true and false beliefs does not become an inconsistency because when these men

say the doctrine is “false for them” they do not mean that it is false of their beliefs,

only that it is false for them because other men’s beliefs are false. The grounds for

their rejection thus limits the force of their objection against Protagoras. Theodorus

is right to feel ambivalent about this last argument—until he believes that his own

beliefs can be false, the argument is not complete.

So, if Socrates’ goal is to refute Protagoras through a man like Theodorus,

then he still has more arguments to make; for Theodorus’ confidence is shaken, but

he does not yet concede that Protagoras’ doctrine is false. Socrates thus concedes

that the argument that they have given has gone too far or too fast (171c-d). Af-
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ter all, Protagoras would disagree that wisdom is the same as true judgement but

Protagoras’ concession to their identity was an assumption that all the arguments

required. Socrates will thus continue the argument against Protagoras by helping

Theodorus explore the possibility of a distinction between wisdom and true judge-

ment. At the same time, Socrates will present his own reasons for rejecting the

distinction between wisdom and true judgement. He accomplishes both tasks by

introducing Theodorus to a way that he might make the distinction, then presenting

his own case against the distinction, as if it were a mere digression, returning only

at the end to the Protagorean defense and arguing against it on Theodorus’ terms.

We turn to Socrates’ argument against Protagoras’ wisdom and his final argument

against Protagoras’ doctrine in the next chapter.
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Chapter 8

The Image of a Philosopher

8.1 Protagoras’ Wisdom and the Image of a Philosopher (171c-179b)

In the previous chapter, we saw Socrates define and develop a tension between

Protagoras’ doctrine and men’s belief in true and false judgement. In the end, the

famous “self-refutation” argument (169d-171c) was not so different from the initial

charge of hypocrisy which Socrates makes against Protagoras (161d-162a). In the

initial charge, Socrates points out that there is a tension between Protagoras’ claim

that he himself is wiser than others and his doctrine; in the famous “self-refutation”

argument, Socrates points out that there is a tension between men’s belief in wisdom

and Protagoras’ doctrine. In both these attacks, Socrates uses the assumption that

there is an intimacy between wisdom and true judgement (and ignorance and false

judgement) to argue that a belief in wisdom is at odds with a belief in Protagoras’

doctrine.

One obvious way to resolve this tension is to pursue the path that Socrates

has already imagined Protagoras would take to defend himself against the charge of

hypocrisy: mark a distinction between being wise and being a measure. But how

is one to do this? On which side does truth lie? Is it only wise men who judge

truly, or do all men in virtue of being Protagorean measures judge truly? And on
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which side is knowledge? Does one have knowledge in virtue of having wisdom, or

do all men have knowledge in virtue of being Protagorean measures? These are the

questions to keep in mind as we turn to the next stage of the discussion. I will argue

that Protagoras and Theaetetus part paths because they answer these questions

differently. In particular, we will see Protagoras break with two different claims that

Theaetetus has already agreed in the dialogue: wisdom and knowledge are the same

(145e), and knowledge is of what is and true (152c, confirmed later at 186c-d, 187b).

The next stage of Socrates’ argument against Protagoras has three parts.

Let me begin with a non-controversial description of the argument to follow. In

the first part, Socrates suggests that a natural division arises between those things

about which Protagoras’ doctrine seems right and those things about which men

hold firmly to the belief that there is wisdom and ignorance. In the second part,

Socrates pursues a “digression.” In the third part, Socrates returns to the distinction

between those things about which Protagoras’ doctrine seems right, and argues that,

even about these there are some men who are more wise than others. In the end,

Protagoras’ doctrine has been refuted. As far as it goes, there is nothing wrong with

this outline. But this outline includes only one half of the argument that Plato has

Socrates make in this passage.

The other half of the argument concerns Socrates’ extended criticism and

rejection of Protagorean wisdom. Commentators have generally followed Plato down

one path to discover what becomes of Protagoras’ doctrine, but they have failed to

follow Plato down the second path to discover what becomes of Protagoras’ wisdom.

While Theodorus may consider the “digression” a reprieve from the argument, the
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reader should be cautious about following Theodorus’ lead. For it is here that we

find Socrates’ criticism of Protagoras’ wisdom.

But let’s begin with Socrates’ distinction between those things about which

Protagoras’ doctrine seems most likely to be right, and those things about which

men hold firmly to the belief that there is wisdom and ignorance.

8.1.1 Taste : Health :: Just : Beneficial (171d-172b)

Socrates gives two examples that invite a distinction between areas about

which Protagoras’ doctrine seems most likely to be right and areas about which men

hold firmly to the belief that there is wisdom and ignorance.

Socrates’ first example contrasts the perceptions of “warm, dry, sweet and all

of this type,” and thoughts about what is “healthy and unhealthy” (171e). About

the former Theodorus agrees that each man is his own measure, while about the

latter he agrees that here, if anywhere, men are not equally able to recognize what

is good for one’s health (171e).1

Socrates’ second example contrasts “what is beautiful and what is ugly, what

is just and what is unjust, what is pious and what is not,” with “what is beneficial

and what is not beneficial” (172a).2 Theodorus agrees that most men, including

1Cf. 167b.
2The first three pairs are precisely those spoken of by Protagoras in his speech about the teach-

ability of virtue at the beginning of the Protagoras, 325d. Perhaps the present discussion is meant
as a way of putting right side up the “topsy-turvy” conclusions of that dialogue. At the conclusion
of that dialogue, Socrates found himself arguing for the unity of knowledge with virtue yet claiming
that virtue is unteachable, while Protagoras found himself arguing for the separateness of knowledge
with virtue and yet claiming that virtue is teachable.
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himself, would agree that about what is beautiful and ugly, just and unjust, pious

and not, just like in the case of how something tastes, “no individual man can be

wiser than another man, nor one city wiser than another” (172a). Though about

the latter category (what is to the benefit of the state), Theodorus agrees that most

men, including himself, would agree that about these things a man can distinguish

himself from other men, and a city from other cities, because one counsellor might

be better than another and some beliefs are closer to true (172a).

In both judgements about the body, and judgements about the city, Socrates

marks a distinction between areas concerning which all men are equally able to de-

termine what is, and those areas concerning which men are not equally able to judge.

It will be helpful to give a name to these areas. Let us call those matters concerning

which men are equally able to determine what is “subjective matters,” and those

matters concerning which men are not equally able to judge “objective matters.”3

Socrates says that with respect to subjective matters whatever each believes to be,

is. Socrates then says that with respect to objective matters men differ in what

they recognize (171e6-8) and that they differ towards or with respect to the truth

(prìc �l jeian) (172a8).4 It is about objective matters that we should expect men

3I hesitate to use the terms “subjective” and “objective” both because they are used differently
by different philosophers and because they introduce terminology that Plato doesn’t himself use.
Marking the distinction, and using the right words to describe the distinction, is not as straight-
forward as it might seem, and I have been unable to come up with a better option (“relative” and
“non-relative”, “Protagorean” and “un-Protagorean”, “un-scientific” and “scientific” were all worse
for various reasons). The best option might seem to be marking a distinction between subjective
matters as “τὰ φαινόμενα”, and objective matters as what “τὰ όντα”. But this would be to say
that judgements about appearances are different from judgements about what is, which would be
terribly problematic in the present context.

4These two contrasting pairs form an analogy. Taste is to the body, what justice and piety are

250



to distinguish themselves with respect to wisdom and ignorance.

About the body and the city, then, there appear to be both subjective mat-

ters (for example, how things taste) concerning which each man and each city is

equally able to measure, and objective judgements (for example, whether something

is healthy) concerning which only some men have the measure within themselves. So-

crates’ suggestion is that rather than trying to disprove the measure doctrine, they

consider those things concerning which Protagoras’ doctrine seems most likely to be

true. Socrates then turns Theodorus’ attention to judgements about subjective mat-

ters and acknowledges that about this sort of thing most men do seem to agree with

Protagoras that each man is a measure of what is. Socrates suggests this distinction

between subjective and objective matters, not as a restriction to a true version of

Protagoreanism, but because they are investigating those matters concerning which

the doctrine seems most plausible. The implication is that if the doctrine fails of

these, it must certainly fail of those areas in concerning which it is less plausible.

Socrates’ suggested distinction between subjective and objective areas is a

peace offering to Protagoras. Perhaps, after all, Protagoras is right to maintain his

own wisdom (and, more generally, not to deny the existence of wisdom) while at the

same time claiming that all men are the measure of what is. Socrates’ suggestion,

though he doesn’t develop it right away, would seem to be this: Protagoras’ doctrine

is true concerning men’s judgements about subjective matters, while Protagoras is

for the city—matters concerning which each man or city judges what is true for himself or itself;
and, as health is to the body, so benefit is to the state—matters concerning which everyone will
agree that some men and some cities are wiser than others (Cf. Protagoras 319a-320b.)
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wiser than other men when it comes to judgements about objective matters. What

this would seem to mean then is that Protagoras, more than any other man, is wise

concerning what is beneficial (either for the city or for one’s health), while he allows

that men are equally wise concerning what is just and what is pious.

8.1.2 The Digression

The digression has two parts. In the first part of the digression, Socrates will

contrast two sorts of lives: the lives of men who “grow up among philosophers,” and

the lives of men who spend most of their time “hanging out in the law courts” (172c-

176a). In the second part of the digression Socrates begins by arguing that men

should strive to be godlike, and this means that they should be “just and pious with

understanding” (176b), then he closes by pointing out that there are two paradigms

of how one might live: one is supremely just, and the other is unjust (176a-177c).

Once one draws a distinction between the two parts of the digression (and

this is not often done), the following question emerges: How do the lives of the first

half of the digression correspond to the lives of the second half of the digression?

Does the “man who hangs out in the law courts” lead an unjust life, and the “man

who grew up among philosophers” lead a just life? When the distinction between

the two halves of the digression is not made, these questions never arise and it is

assumed that there is a simple identity between the “lawyer” and the unjust life,

and the “philosopher” and the just life. Although distinguishing the two parts of

the digression can hardly be called contentious (as far as I know, it is never been

argued against, and the text straighforwardly encourages such a distinction), I will
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nonetheless begin with some textual reasons for drawing a line between the two

halves, because the distinction will lead me to give a reading that is quite different

from the established reading of the digression.

First and foremost, Socrates indicates that he is wrapping up the portraits

beginning at 175d (“Well then, Theodorus, that is what each of them is like”) and

then gives a final summary of both the “man about court” and the “man who grew

up among philosophers” from 175d-176a. Theodorus then compliments him on the

portraits (176a), and Socrates takes up an apparently new topic: the existence of

evil and good in the world (176a ff). Second, if the passage were continuous (in

particular if the description of the philosopher and the description of the just man

were one and the same) then we might expect that there would be some overlap in

Socrates’ way of describing the “man who grew up among philosophers” and the just

man. But Socrates never described the former as just, nor does he ever associate

the latter man with philosophy. Third, the dialogue itself divides into two at about

176a.5

Because it is always assumed, no one ever argues for the correspondence of

the life of the man who grew up among philosophers with the just life. An argument

would provide the context for more robust reasons to believe that the former life is

the just life, but most readers probably believe that the correspondence between the

philosophic and just life just falls out of the text. If they rest this claim on any reasons

5The dialogue is nearly sixty-nine Stephanus pages long, and it begins at 142a. Mary Louise
Gill pointed this out this out to me in conversation. In rereading Burnyeat’s introduction, I was
reminded that he also remarks upon the central position of the digression (Burnyeat (1990), 35).
Of course, the Stephanus pagination is not Plato’s so it is only a rough guide.
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at all, it is probably on background assumptions about Plato’s work (particularly

about the Republic) combined with merely formal considerations of the presentation

here. For example, it seems that most readers must be assuming something like this:

(1) there are two lives in the first part, and there are two lives in the second part,

and they must correspond, (2) the “man about court” clearly leads an unjust life,

therefore, (3) the “man who grew up among philosophers” clearly leads a just life.

In what follows, I will argue that the portrait of the “man who grows up among

philosophers” is not a description of a true philosopher, but merely a description of

an image of a philosopher. Moreover, as an image of a philosopher, he is not a just

man, but merely an image of a just man. I will also argue that the “man who hangs

out in the lawcourts” is not a portrait of a true legislator (or statesman), but merely

an image of a legislator. Moreover, as an image of a legislator, he too falls short of

the ideal just legislator. Both the “man who hangs out in the court” and the “man

who grows up among philosophers” are images of the men described in the second

half of the digression.

As I suggested at the outset, the digression will be part of Socrates’ consider-

ation and criticism of Protagorean wisdom. I will argue that Protagoras’ wisdom is

not of the truly just and thus of the truly beneficial. But instead Protagoras’ wisdom

sometimes looks like the wisdom of the “man who grew up in the lawcourts” and at

other times looks like the wisdom of the “man who grew up among philosophers.”

Protagorean wisdom will be shown for what it is: an ability to flavor speeches (like

the “man who grew up in the lawcourts”), and a manner of dressing and poetically

praising gods (like the “man who grew up among philosophers”). In other words,
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Socrates will demonstrate that Protagoras’ wisdom consists in his judgements, not

about what is objective, but about what is subjective: this invites the reader to ask

whether Protagoras’ wisdom is merely an image of true wisdom.

Mi-Kyoung Lee, in her recent book on Protagoras, says the following:

But, as recent work on the sophists has shown, the distinction between

‘sophist’ and ‘philosopher’ in fifth-century BC Greece is to some extent

artificial, the legacy of Plato’s efforts to make a sharp delineation between

two intellectual groups with many similarities and overlapping interests.

During that period, terms like ‘philosophy’, ‘dialectic’, ‘rhetoric’, ‘eris-

tic’, and ‘sophist’ were up for grabs. ... We continue to use the labels

‘philosopher’ and ‘sophist’ as a convenience, although they can obscure

the extent to which sophists and philosophers were part of a single intel-

lectual milieu.6

I agree with Lee’s observation. But it might also be helfpul to be reminded of the

“other hand.” Although the terms “philosopher” and “sophist” might be artificial,7

although they were and are not consistently used, and although the two sorts of

men might mingle and be nearly indistinguishable, it yet might be the case that

Plato was precisely and accurately distinguishing between two ways that men might

be related to wisdom. Whether or not one believes that Plato succeeded in mark-

ing a sharp and also natural delineation between two ways of understanding man’s

6Lee (2005), 3. In the first sentence, Lee includes a reference to the following: Kerferd (1981),
Nehamas (1990), Striker (1996), Woodruff (1999).

7Though I think Plato would quibble with the claim that the words are artificial, if this is
understood as the claim that they are arbitrary and could have been reversed, pace Cratylus.
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relation to wisdom, depends, of course, on one’s understanding of Plato’s distinc-

tion. If we do not understand the distinction, we are in danger of either making

the mistake that Lee cautions against, making too sharp a delineation between the

sophist and the philosopher, or we might overcorrect for this mistake, by believing

the distinction is artificial and that it is impossible to make distinctions among the

“intellectual milieu.” Alexander Nehamas, after observing that Isocrates described

Plato and Socrates as sophists, encourages the scholar to consider the distinction

between a sophist and a philosopher closely:

It is perhaps tempting simply to dismiss this classification of Socrates as

a sophist and an eristic as the result of a philistine misunderstanding, a

superficial confusion between sophistry and genuine philosophy, for which

Aristophanes’ crude wit may have been ultimately responsible. But the

cost of this easy dismissal, I believe, is both historical inaccuracy and

philosophical shallowness. It is worth our while to consider our evidence

once again. In particular, it is important to re-examine the way in which

Plato tried to distinguish Socrates from the sophists, and dialectic from

eristic.8

8Nehamas (1990), 3. Nehamas and I agree that “Plato’s metaphysical views thus allow him to
agree that the sophist may well appear identical to the philosopher; but this, he could now insist, is
a mere appearance, just like the sensible world, which merely appears to be, but is not, real. This
is, of course, the central point for which Plato argues in the Sophist” (ibid., 13). Though Nehamas’
primary texts are the Republic and the Sophist, I think his point is brought out beautifully in the
way that the portrait of the philosopher in the digression is merely an image of a philosopher, and
is thus representative of Protagoras’ sophistry. Nehamas further argues, however, that the distinc-
tion between sophistry and philosophy, “presupposes accepting a specific and deeply controversial
philosophical theory and, even more radically, a family of distinctions between appearance and re-
ality which is itself equally partisan. The distinction between philosophy and sophistry is no longer
neutral; it is drawn from within the point of view of philosophy itself” (13). I have not yet come to
agree with Nehamas on this point, though perhaps I will.
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With respect to the digression, at least, I believe that readers have generally glided

over the distinction that Plato is trying to make between the philosopher and the

sophist. In fact, the distinction has been largely missed, for the digression is unreflec-

tively thought to be a paean to the life of a philosopher. As such, it is patly honored

but then largely ignored. Burnyeat, in his essay on the midwife passage earlier in

the dialogue, eloquently describes how oft times the most recognized passages are

the least well known:

There are certain famous passages in literature which are so well known

that, paradoxically, they become extremely difficult to read. The words

are so familiar, their appeal so direct and powerful, that the reader, drawn

in, does not ask the questions which would lead to a critical and explicit

awareness of what is actually in the text.9

The digression is just such a passage.

I will begin this argument with a more careful examination of the first part

of the digression and the descriptions of the “man who grew up in the courts” and

the “man who grew up among philosophers.”

8.1.2.1 The “Lawyer” and the “Philosopher”

To begin with, perhaps a bit more caution is in order concerning the names

that commentators have given the two types of men described in the first half of

the digression. Although they are often referred to as a ‘lawyer’ and a ‘philosopher,’

9Burnyeat (1977b), 7.
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Socrates never refers to the so called lawyer as an advocate (sÔndikoc), a counsellor

(sÔmbouloc), or a lawyer (dikanikìc). Socrates does say these things about the

man’s relation to the law: he hangs out in the courts (172c), he gives speeches in

court (172e), and he has a pettifogging mind (175d). Socrates is similarly cautious in

naming the man often referred to as a ‘philosopher.’ Socrates says four things about

the so called philosopher and his relation to philosophy: he was raised in philosophy

(172c), he is a leader of Theodorus’ chorus (173c), he does not practice philosophy

in an ordinary or insignificant way (173c), he is the man whom Theodorus calls

a philosopher (175e). Throughout the passage, Socrates never unambiguously says

that he is a philosopher. In short, Socrates hesitates to say the former man knows the

laws and counsels men on how to be just, and hesitates to call the latter man a true

lover of wisdom. Instead, Socrates describes both as merely having the pedigree, the

ambition, and the “whereabouts” for becoming known as a lawyer and a philospher,

respectively. For this reason, when I refer to these two men, I will put scare quotes

around both the terms ‘lawyer’ and ‘philosopher.’

In addition to Socrates’ hesitation in calling the ”philosopher” a philosopher,

there are a number of other reasons why the reader should hesitate to believe that

the “philosopher” of the first half of the digression is a true philosopher. (Although

I will not discuss the matter here because I think it is much more widely accepted, I

think that a similar argument might be made about the “lawyer.” A lawyer should

know the laws and know what is just and not just: the “lawyer” described in the

first half of the digression is not such a man.)

The second reason one might hesitate to believe that the “philosopher” is a
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true philosophers is that the “philosopher” of the digression bears very little resem-

blance to Socrates. If Plato intends us to believe that Socrates is a true philosopher,

then insofar as the portrait of the “philosopher” contrasts with Plato’s portrait of

Socrates, we might suspect that Plato is not describing a true philosopher.10 Let

me give an incomplete list of some of the ways that the “philosopher” differs from

Plato’s account of Socrates.11 First, Socrates describes the “philosopher” as a man

who is in precisely the contrary position of the one that Socrates finds himself. When

Socrates says that the “philosopher” is a free man and has one thing that the slave

does not, “plenty of time,” one cannot help but consider that these are Socrates’

last hours before his indictment and that Socrates is soon to give his own timed

speech in defense of his practice as a philosopher (172d, 210d).12 A second way in

10It’s less contentious to claim that Plato intends to portray Socrates as a philosopher, than it
is to claim that the Socrates whom Plato portrays is a philosopher. The latter also seems true
to me (although my argument doesn’t depend upon it). One of my favorite essays is by John
Burnet on why it is that Socrates is a philosopher (Burnet (1916)). Not all portrayals of Socrates
portray him as a philosopher, however. Aristophanes portrays him as a clown. The “philosopher”
of the digression resembles Aristophanes’ Socrates. I have heard that Doug Hutchinson has an
unpublished paper on this topic, but I have not seen it.

11 There are two authors, Sandra Peterson and Rachel Rue, who have done an excellent job of
cataloguing the differences between the “philosopher” and Socrates (Peterson (Unpublished), 2-3.
Rue (1993), 71-100).

12On the one hand, as I say above, Socrates’ time is not his own. In another sense, however,
Socrates’ time is always his own. As I understand the way Plato uses irony, Socrates will rarely say
something which is simply false, that is, Socrates will never say something which is simply not as
things are. However, Socrates might say something which has a false interpretation. The description
of the “philosopher” which follows is ironic. What Socrates says is true, in a sense. But I am trying
to invite the reader to consider the way in which what Socrates says might be misleading. In this
particular instance, for example, there are two ways to understand the claim that “the philosopher
has plenty of time.” According to one rendering, the true philosopher always has plenty of time
because he is “outside the stream of time.” Here we might imagine Socrates transcends his concerns
for his imminent death from the beginning until the end of the Phaedo, the way time seems to stop
for Socrates when he pauses on the porch in the Symposium before joining the others for dinner
(Symp., 175a-b), and the way that Alcibiades describes him at the end of the Symposium (Symp.,
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which Socrates should be contrasted with the “philosopher” is this: Socrates displays

none of the disdain and disregard for his fellow citizens and his beloved Athens that

the “philosopher” is said to have: we have ample evidence throughout the Platonic

corpus, even in the Theaetetus itself, that Socrates knows, for example, where the

meeting places are (both the gymnasium and the courthouse, 144c, 210d), cares

about his fellow citizens (143d), knows and cares about whether they are well born

(144c), and even cares deeply about Athens itself (143d, here he is concerned about

the smart youth of Athens not those of Cyrene, Theodorus’ hometown) (contrast

these passages with 173c-e). A third way in which the “philosopher” and Socrates

differ is the following. We might observe that Socrates will describe the “philoso-

pher” as “not even knowing that he doesn’t know” (173d-e, kaÈ taÜta p�nt> oÎd> íti

oÎk oÚden, oÚden;). The “philosopher’s” lack of knowledge of what he does not know,

is reminiscent of Socrates’ famous claim—that when he does not know, he does not

think that he knows (Apol., 21e4). The difference is this, while the “philosopher”

is ignorant of what he does not know, we are given no guarantee that he does not

falsely believe that he does know that which he doesn’t know. In fact it seems likely

that his ignorance of what he doesn’t know might lead him to such false beliefs.

Socrates, by contrast, says that he does not have the false belief that he knows

when he doesn’t know. So, the “philosopher” might believe he knows when he does

not know, but Socrates never believes that he knows when he does not know. The

220c-d). But, according to another rendering, the “philosopher” always has plenty of time because
he does not hang out in the courts but is at leisure (just as Prodicus lounges in bed bundled up
in sheepskin fleeces and blankets in the Protagoras (Prot., 315d). This understanding of the claim
falls short of the truth; for in this sense, our example of a true philosopher, Socrates, does not have
plenty of time to live and he does not live an indulgent life of leisure.
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“philosopher’s” ignorance might be easily mistaken for Socratic self-awareness, but

it is different. Finally, the “philosopher’s” and Socrates’ understanding of philosoph-

ical conversation is quite different. Socrates describes the “philosopher’s” pursuit of

philosophy as “free” (172c-e). As Socrates develops this theme, it means that the

“philosopher” can pursue digression (172d, and again at 173c), and as Theodorus

puts it, the philosopher is the master and the argument is the slave (173c). Socrates,

although he does pursue this digression, is generally wary. He expresses his cautious

stance towards digression, not only at the beginning (172b-c), middle (173b), and

end of the digression (177b-c), but also later when both Theaetetus and Theodorus

are eager for a digression on Parmenides’ (183d-184b). In each of these passages,

there is a tension between the argument, on the one hand, and digression (p�rergon)

on the other (177b-c). Although both the true philosopher and the “philosopher”

are free, the source of this freedom is different: for the true philosopher one might

imagine that the freedom comes from taking refuge in argument (Phaedo 99e), while

for the “philosopher” the freedom comes from digressing from the argument. These

observations of the contrast between the “philosopher” and Socrates, give the reader

the first reason to doubt that the “philosopher” is a true philosopher.

The tension between the “philosopher’s” digression and Socrates’ commit-

ment to argument—we might be led to our second reason for doubting that the

“philosopher” is a true philosopher. Theodorus is contributing to this portrait of the

“philosopher,” for it is Theodorus who describes philosophers as masters of argu-

ment. This introduces the third reason why we should be cautious about accepting

the portrait of the “philosopher” as a portrait of a true philosopher: Theodorus is
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in some sense responsible for this portrait. We need to figure out to what extent

he is responsible.13 After Socrates finishes the portrait of the “man about court”,

Socrates wants to return to the argument and, moreover, indicates that it would be

the right thing to do (173b). Theodorus answers with the following speech:

No, no, Socrates, go through the philosophers in detail! For on this you

have spoken quite well, that it is not we in our chorus who are the servants

of our arguments, but the arguments are our own, just like slaves, and

each of them waits about to be finished whenever it seems right to us.

So begin, for neither judge nor spectator, as for the poets, presides over

us to censure and rule us! (173b-c)

Socrates’ portrait of the “philosopher” is thus pursued, against Socrates’ better

judgement, under Theodorus’ dictation. Moreover they pursue this portrait because,

as Theodorus says, the arguments “are our own, just like slaves, and each of them

waits about to be finished whenever it seems right to us.” While Theodorus asserts

their freedom from a jury, he simultaneously sets himself up as the “judge” and

worse yet, the master of Socrates’ argument: Theodorus is both audience and judge.

These observations suggest that the portrait of the “philosopher” is the portrait, not

of what Socrates considers to be the true philosopher, but a portrait of the “philoso-

pher” of and for Theodorus’ own sect. (Note that Theodorus sets himself up as part

of a special chorus of philosophers—this is an image that Plato has had Socrates

13Peterson also argues that the portrait of the “philosopher” is a portrait of how Theodorus
understands the philospher (op.cit., 5 ff).
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use before in his description of the party who hangs around Protagoras (Prot. 314e-

315b). We will return to this below.) These observations also align nicely with the

fact that when Socrates finally concludes the portrait, he describes the “philosopher”

not as a philosopher, but as a man whom Theodorus calls a philosopher (175d-e).

Plato thus has Socrates distance himself from this portrait. So our third reason for

not taking the “philosopher” as a true philosopher is that the portrait might be more

Theodorus’ than it is Socrates’.

We now turn to our fourth observation: Socrates explicitly notes that there

is a second sort of philosopher whom he is not discussing. After Theodorus strong-

arms Socrates into giving the portrait of the “philosopher” Socrates says they must

describe then, not insignificant philosophers, but the leaders (173c). Socrates thus

explicitly notes that there are at least two sorts of philosophers: this secures at least

a portion of our thesis that there is another type of philosopher that is not being

discussed. When Socrates describes this contrast he uses the adverb “insignificantly”

(faÔlwc) to describe how the second-rate philosophers pursue philosophy. As a num-

ber of commentators have noted, the cognate adjective faÔloc is used prominently

and repeatedly, first in the introduction of Protagoras’ doctrine (151e) and second in

the introduction of the secret doctrine (152d). In both passages, Protagoras’ theory

is described as “not insignificant” (oÎ faÜlon), the connotation being that Theaete-

tus has stumbled upon a theory suggested by a “not insignificant man.” Moreover,

throughout the discussion with Theaetetus and Theodorus up to this point, Socra-

tes has used this word repeatedly: each time it is used to contrast the philosophy

or theory of esteemed men (like Protagoras, Heraclitus, Empedocles, Parmenides),
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and the beliefs of meager insignificant (faÜloi) men like themselves.14 All this is to

say that our chief example in the dialogue of an insignificant philosopher is Socrates

himself, while our chief example of a first rate, that is an æu faÜloc philosopher,

is Protagoras. The description of this “philosopher” then, if it is associated with

anyone, should be associated with a model of philosophy pursued by Protagoras.

Finally, I think the description of the “philosopher” throughout the digression par-

allels Plato’s artful depiction in the Protagoras of a group of men who gather around

Protagoras. We might note a number of parallels: the description of these sophists

as a chorus (173b-c, compare to Prot. 314e-315b), the “philosopher” (as we will

see in a moment) is described as a man who likes astronomising and measuring the

earth and this is reminiscent of the description of Hippias (173e, compare to Prot.

315c), while the description of the leisurely pursuit of digression is reminiscent of the

description of Prodicus (172d, 173c compare to Prot. 315d-316a).

Fifth, we might observe that Socrates rarely describes any traits the “philoso-

pher” does have. Many of the passages that one might recall as praising the “philoso-

pher” are, on a second read, merely descriptions of the sort of thing that the “lawyer”

will fail at, or descriptions of what the “philosopher” will fail at. For example, Socra-

tes describes the “philosopher” as engaging the “man about court” in a conversation

about justice and injustice in themselves (175c). The “man about court” is made

to look ridiculous: his head swims, he doesn’t know what to do, and he stammers

14In both 147a, 147c (the discussion of the definition of clay) “φαύλος” is used to describe the
sort of ordinary definition that Socrates is seeking for knowledge. Socrates is not seeking something
fancy, but insignificant. See also: 151e, 152d, and 162b. The adjective is also used on the following
occasions to mark a similar point: 179d, 181b, 197a. 194a seems to be the only time that Plato
does not use this word to draw a distinction between Socrates and the great men of the past.
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(175d). One might be tempted to assume that the “philosopher” holds up better; but

Socrates simply doesn’t tell us how the “philosopher” does do.15 Similarly, Socrates

describes the “philosopher” as ignorant of the laws, and unable to find his way to

the courthouse (173c-d). But this doesn’t mean that the “philosopher” knows what

justice is. When Socrates finally gets around to describing what the philosopher

does do, Socrates does not use his own words but poetry and myth. The use of

other men’s words, and the use of poetry and myth makes Socrates’ description of

the “philosopher” seem disingenuous. We should be cautious about reading Socrates’

poetic quivers and humorous myths as unambiguous praise. I combine the discussion

of Socrates’ use of poetry and myth with the next observation.

Sixth, we might consider what it is that the philosopher seeks to know and

whether his method is appropriate. Socrates distinguishes the “philosopher” from the

“lawyer” by using poetry to describe where their gazes are directed: the “lawyer” sees

only what is near at hand, while the “philosopher” is concerned with those things

that are “‘in the depths below the earth’ and ‘in the heights above the heaven’”

(173e). Socrates says the soul of the philosopher “pursues its winged way” through

15Even if the “philosopher” doesn’t respond to dialectic in the way that the “man about court”
does, it is not clear that this means he is a good philosopher. Would a good philosopher not get
dizzy? Would a philosopher always know what to do? Would a good philosopher speak smoothly?
The “philosopher’s” ease in dialectic might be precisely parallel to the “lawyer’s” ease in court.
The “lawyer” prides himself on his smooth speeches about what is just, while he hides from himself
his own ignorance about what is just. In the same way, perhaps the “philosopher’s” ease with
dialectic prevents him from knowing his own ignorance. Perhaps, when it comes to dialectic,
keeping one’s head from swimming, knowing what to do next, and speaking fluidly are not signs
of a true philosopher but signs of a fake. Socrates himself provides a model of someone who, in
knowing that he doesn’t know, is the most wise (contrast, again, with the “philosopher” 173e). In
addition, Socrates complements Theaetetus and attributes the philosophic spirit to him, precisely
because he gets dizzy when thinking about the compresence of opposites (155c).
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the cosmos, measuring the earth, studying the heavens, and tracking down the na-

ture of each whole (173e).16 When Theodorus asks more about this life (please, tell

me more about the beauty of my soul, Socrates), Socrates uses a myth to fill out

his meaning. Socrates gives a story about Thales. Thales, because he was only

interested in what was above him and not what was near at hand, falls into a well,

much to the amusement of a servant girl. Socrates then explains that the philoso-

pher, like Thales, is blind to what is near at hand because his gaze is directed aloft.

Socrates says that the philosopher doesn’t even see his next door neighbor or notice

what he does. In fact, the philosopher doesn’t even know whether his neighbor is

a man or some other animal (174b). The philosopher scorns such mundane knowl-

edge in his lust for the most universal knowledge. The philosopher wants to know:

“What in the world is man? And what belongs to this sort of nature distinguishing

how it acts and how it is acted upon, from others? This is his undertaking, what

he seeks and closely examines” (174b). Although I’m willing to concede that the

“philosopher” is seeking knowledge, Socrates, like the “well composed (âmmel c) and

graceful (qarÐessa) Thracian servant-girl,” is pointing out the ridiculous nature of

his method: to know what a man is, one must, at least, be able to recognize a man

(174a5-6). More generally, I believe Socrates is ridiculing those who seek to have

universal knowledge while disdaining particular knowledge, or perhaps even ques-

tioning the possibility that one could have knowledge without knowledge of what

one can see. If it is the latter, then Socrates intimates that knowledge of the most

important things cannot come without knowledge of what one can perceive. While

16“Pursues its winged way” is Levett’s graceful translation of Pindar’s phrase.
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it is appropriate for the bird to pursue its “winged way,” if the philosopher acts the

part of a bird, he will fall into a well. The philosopher is neither god nor bird, and

the method most appropriate for him if he is to “inquire after the nature of each

whole” is close observation of what is near at hand (174a). But the “philosopher”

whom Socrates describes here does not inquire after “every nature in all ways” (kaÈ

p�san p�ntù fÔsin âreunwmènh tÀn întwn ák�stou ílou), but pursues his “winged

way” as if he were a god in the heavens, and then falls into the depths below the

earth as a blind man.17 The “philosopher” thus disdains the one way of inquiry that

is most suited to his human nature: careful observation of what is near at hand.18

The “philosopher” is the man who has not bothered to look around him to discover

that clay is earth mixed with liquid, and to wonder whether knowledge, like clay, is

composed of parts (cf. 147c).

Seventh, we might observe that the aura of the “philosopher” must come

mostly from his ignorance and not his knowledge. But why is it that we should

honor the “philosopher” for stumbling in daily life? It is not because ignorance,

even about trivial things, is an honor, but because of a prejudice that ignorance

in one area is concordant with wisdom in another. But, alas, imbecility outside

one’s area of specialization by no means guarantees expertise within one’s area of

specialization. Nonetheless men often share this conceit. In fact, it is not only the

“philosopher” who seems wise because of his ignorance outside of his specialty, but

the “lawyer” who prides himself on the fact that he must be wise about practical

17Cf. Phdr. 270c-e.
18Socrates draws a similar contrast between human wisdom and godlike wisdom in the Apology

(Apol. 20d-e).
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matters because of his ignorance about theoretical things (176d). We might recall

that Theodorus has done something similar in the dialogue: he takes no great shame

in being incompetent in theoretic discussions of knowledge while at the same time

teaching such knowledge (this sort of discussion is for young men (146b, 162b, 168e),

and yet he is said to be a teacher of knowledge (146c)). But we know that Socrates

finds this mix of ignorance and knowledge problematic (Apology 22d-e). This should

lead us to consider whether the reverse is also true: the “philosopher” cannot truly

be expert in theoretic and abstract discussions, while he is ignorant of what is right

in front of him. Just because acquaintance with what is right in front of him is

not sufficient for knowledge does not mean that it is not necessary. More generally,

we should ask ourselves whether ignorance, or blindness (as Socrates metaphorically

talks about this ignorance of the “philosopher” in the story of Thales falling into

the well, 174a) is characteristic of a good philosopher. Or if instead it is as the

insignificant servant girl says: “he is wild to know about what was up in the sky but

failed to see what was in front of him and under his feet” (174a).

Finally, we might consider the conclusion that Socrates makes at the end of

the discussion of the “philosopher” and the “sophist.” Once again, Socrates does

not describe what the “philosopher” can do, but rather what he cannot do, using

innuendo (or “negation”) to indicate what the “philosopher” might be able to do.

But, in this final conclusion, it is not simply Socrates’ use of innuendo that is of

interest, but the sort of expertise he hints that the “philosopher” has—it is not what

one would expect. It is not knowledge of what is or even the ability to engage and

hold one’s ground in dialectic. Socrates describes the “lawyer” and the “philosopher”
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thus:

These are two ways of life (trìpoc), Theodorus; the one whom you call a

philosopher grows up in freedom and leisure, in him it is irreproachable to

seem to be a simpleton and nobody whenever he meets up with mundane

business, as when he does not know how to sort his laundry, or to season

his dinner or make a flattering speech. But the other man, concerning

all of these things he capable of serving in a sharp, keen way. He, on the

other hand, does not know how to auspiciously throw his cloak over his

right shoulder like a free man, nor does he know how to string together

his words rightly in harmonious praise of the gods and the life of the

blessed among men. (175d-176a)

In these final lines, Socrates gives us three things that the “lawyer” is expert in: sort-

ing laundry, seasoning his dinner, and seasoning his speeches. While the “philoso-

pher” cannot do these things, Socrates hints (by saying that the “lawyer” does not

know how to do these things) that the man whom Theodorus calls a philosopher

can do these things: put his clothes on in an auspicious way and string his words

together harmoniously to praise the gods and the blessed among men. In the end

then, the philosopher is expert in dressing himself (following custom or law) and in

praising gods (but not being godlike).

Both men’s areas of expertise—taste, on the one hand, and religion and cus-

tom, on the other hand—correspond to those areas concerning which Socrates and

Theodorus, before the digression began, agreed that there is neither wisdom nor

ignorance. We might conclude, not that one or the other has the right to claim to
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be wise about objective matters, but that, in fact, both the “philosopher” and the

“lawyer” are only considered authorities in subjective matters; they are only ordi-

nary men with pretensions. If they are good at knowing what makes a speech sweet

to a jury and knowing how to praise the gods, there is nothing particularly special

about their skill: for knowing what appears sweet and how to praise the gods is a

matter concerning which it seems most likely that “things are as they seem” (171e,

172a). Neither the “lawyer” nor the “philosopher” are experts about the one sort of

thing that Socrates and Theodorus agreed that wise men should be expert: what is

beneficial. Instead, the “lawyer” and the “philosopher” are experts, of a sort, about

those areas concerning which Socrates and Theodorus thought there could be no true

expertise: subjective matters.

8.1.2.2 The Happy and Unhappy Life

At the close of the description of the “philosopher” and the “lawyer,” Theo-

dorus flatters Socrates, unwittingly playing the part of the “lawyer.” Socrates turns

on him with a sermon that, unlike the portraits of the “lawyer” and “philosopher,”

contains no poetry, myth or humor.

The sermon has five parts. In the first part, Socrates argues that human

life is always mixed with good and evil, and that because of this man should strive

to escape from earth to heaven, and this means becoming like God, that is, just

and pure with understanding (176a-b). In the second part, Socrates describes God

as supremely just, and says that genuine wisdom is the realization that the most

god-like, that is the most pious man, is the most just (176c). In the third part,
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Socrates describes the superciliousness of the unjust man: these men glory in the

reproach that they have no ability (176d). In the fourth part, Socrates describes

two paradigms: one is divine and most happy, the other godless and most wretched.

In the fifth part, Socrates exhorts Theodorus to continue their conversation, for the

unjust man runs from such a contest (177b).

Socrates describes a world in which man is not the measure of what is just

and pious, but God provides the measure. This suggestion is precisely at odds with

Socrates’ suggestion that Protagoras’ doctrine might be most true about things like

piety and justice (172a). Moreover, Socrates suggests that if one becomes just and

pious then one will have a supremely happy life; that is, the just and pious life will

give one the most benefit. Socrates’ suggestion here seems to be this: contrary to

what he and Theodorus said in the lines before the digression, wisdom and ignorance

consists in men’s true and false beliefs about the just and the pious, for being just

and pious is beneficial.

8.1.2.3 The Argument of the Digression

We are now left with three inconsistent theses that will help us confront the

question we began with: Is the “philosopher” that Socrates describes in the first half

of the digression a just man and a true philosopher?

1. There is neither wisdom nor ignorance concerning what is just and pious, but

only concerning what is beneficial. (Preliminary to Digression: 172a-b)

2. The “philosopher’s” wisdom concerns what is just (how to follow custom) and
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pious (how to sing songs to the gods), but not what is beneficial (how to argue

for his life in court). (First Half of Digression: 172c-176a)

3. There is wisdom and ignorance concerning what is just and pious, because only

a just life and a pious life is a beneficial life (that is a most happy life). (Second

Half of Digression: 176a-177b)

According to the received reading, (2) and (3) are Socratic theses which are

contrasted with (1). Socrates argues in the digression that there is, in fact, wisdom

and ignorance concerning what is just and pious. The consequence is that Protagoras’

doctrine has been shown to be false concerning the moral qualities of what is just

and pious. (But it might still be true of bodily perceptions.) I agree that Socrates

aims to show that Protagoras’ doctrine is false concerning what is just and pious.

But (3), by itself, does this. The problem with the received reading is that (2) and

(3), if they are both Socratic theses which are corrections of (1), suggest different

revisions of (1). (2) suggests that there is wisdom concerning what is just and pious,

but that this wisdom has nothing to do with wisdom concerning what is beneficial,

while (3) suggests that there is wisdom concerning what is just and pious, and that

this has everything to do with what is beneficial. Another problem with the received

reading is that it is completely silent about how the arguments of the digression affect

how we understand Protagoras’ wisdom. But before the digression, Socrates hinted

that the proponent of the theory might believe that Protagoras’ wisdom concerns

what is beneficial, not what is just and pious. If (2) and (3) are Socratic corrections

of (1), then there must be some consequence for how Protagoras’ proponent is to
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understand Protagoras’ wisdom. Socrates must redress the proponent’s belief that

Protagoras’ wisdom concerns what is beneficial but not what is just and pious.

Let me begin by giving a response on behalf of the proponents of the re-

ceived reading to my observation that (2) and (3) suggest a different revision of (1).

They might respond thus: the “philosopher” of the first half of the digression is not

concerned with what seems beneficial (parties and how to argue for one’s life), but

what is truly beneficial, the health and happiness of the soul. The “philosopher”

directs his life at the just and the pious, as you have conceded, and in so doing, the

“philosopher” demonstrates that he directs his life at what is truly beneficial.

I would agree wholeheartedly with this, if Socrates’ descriptions of the just

and pious life of the “philosopher” rang true. But they don’t.

Socrates gives Theodorus a number of reasons to doubt that the “man who

grows up in philosophy” would live justly: Socrates describes him as knowing noth-

ing of the laws (173d), he cannot recognize a man much less know what is owed to

one (174b), he fails to make calculations at a human level, calculations that would be

necessary for knowing what is just (174e), and it is implied that he never considers

the question of “my injustice towards you, or yours towards me” (175c). Although

Socrates hints that the philosopher might attempt to examine justice in itself (though

he does not say this!), his ignorance about human life would seem to make it im-

possible for him to live a just life. The injustice that he must inevitably do to his

neighbors because of his ignorance is masked because these traits are described as

being “un-beneficial.”

273



The only indication we have of the justice of the “philosopher” is from the

last lines of the portrait, in which Socrates says that the “philosopher” is able to

throw his cloak over his right shoulder in the manner of a free man. We (generously)

described this as a sign that the “philosopher” followed custom or law (in Greek

the same word can be used for both, “nìmoc”) and therefore was a just man. But

if pressed we will readily acknowledge that following customs about how to drape

one’s cloak falls short of the sort of justice we might expect of the true philosopher.

Following these customs might make a man seem just, but not be just. Although

we have a couple of reasons for describing the “philosopher” as pious, we might also

doubt whether this is true piety. The “philosopher” is described as unconcerned with

human things, and as able to sing songs to the gods. But scoffing at human things

and praising the gods does not amount to being godlike. The “philosopher’s” justice

and piety seem to be a poor soul’s substitutes for justice and piety: an ability to

follow custom (but not be just), and an ability to scorn men and praise the gods

(but not be godlike). The “philosopher” pursues what seems just and what seems

pious. In this way, the “philosopher” is an image of the just and pious man of the

second half of the digression.

The “philosopher” leads a life that seems contrary to what is beneficial, and

that seems just and seems pious. Theodorus’ praise for this man has two sources: (a)

the “philosopher’s” scorn for what seems beneficial, and (b) the “philosopher’s” ap-

pearance of justice and piety. Underlying (a) is Theodorus’ disbelief in (3)—Socrates’

claim in the final part of the digression—being just and being pious is beneficial. For

Theodorus the virtue of a philosopher (a real philosopher in Theodorus’ mind) is
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that he pursues the just and pious life even if they are contrary to his benefit. The-

odorus does not believe in (3). Underlying (b) is Theodorus’ disbelief in true justice

and piety; for Theodorus justice is merely a matter of following custom, and piety

a matter of praising gods and scorning men. For Theodorus the wisdom of philoso-

phers is confined to following custom and praising gods correctly; but this shows us

why he was willing to agree with (1). If a just life consists in following custom, and

a pious life consists in praising gods in the right way, then perhaps there is no real

wisdom or ignorance concerning justice and piety, but whatever seems right to a city

is right. But this means that the philosopher’s wisdom is no real wisdom at all for

it consists in judgements about which he is just as likely to be right as anyone else.

For Theodorus, although the “philosopher” is to be admired for his virtue, he is not

to be admired for his wisdom.

Rather than reading (2) and (3) (that is, the whole of the digression) as a

Socratic response to (1), I suggest that we read (1) and (2) as images that fall short

of (3). (1) is like (3) in this respect: the proponent of both theses express a belief

that there is wisdom concerning what is beneficial. (1) is unlike and an image of

(3) in that the proponent of (1) expresses the false belief that there is no wisdom

concerning the just and the pious because the proponent of (1) has confused what

seems just for what is just and what seems pious for what is pious. (2) is like (3) in

this respect: the proponent of both theses expresses a belief that wisdom concerns

what is just and pious and not what seems beneficial. But (2) is unlike and an image

of (3) in that the proponent of (2) exhibits the false belief that wisdom is limited

to how to appear just and how to appear pious and has the false belief that the
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philosopher does not lead a beneficial life. Once we recognize the way that (1) and

(2) are images of (3), we can rewrite both (1) and (2) so that they are consistent

with (3), by replacing (where appropriate) instances of justice and piety with their

images.

1′. There is neither wisdom nor ignorance concerning what seems just

and what seems pious, but only concerning what is beneficial.

2′. The “philosopher’s” “wisdom” concerns what seems just and what

seems pious, but not what seems beneficial.

3. There is wisdom and ignorance concerning what is just and pious,

because only a just and pious life is a beneficial life (that is a most happy

life).

While the just, pious, and happy man is the philosopher, the man who pursues

what seems just, what seems pious, and who avoids what seems beneficial, is not a

philosopher but an image of a philosopher.

What about the “lawyer”? We have largely left him out of our discussion, but

it is necessary that we reintroduce him now. The “lawyer” is concerned with what

will seem just to the jurors and what seems beneficial to his client. The “lawyer”

spends his life making what seems beneficial seem just, and he is willing to do this

even if it means practicing injustice and being impious. In a way, he too is an image

of the philosopher, for he creates the image that the beneficial and the just and pious

are the same, but he creates this image by making what seems beneficial the same

as what seems just and pious. After the digression concludes, Socrates will describe
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the goal of legislation to be making what will be beneficial, lawful, and therefore

just and pious. The “lawyer” in the first part of the digression is an image of the

legislator.

In the sequel to the Theaetetus, the Sophist, Socrates begins by asking what

the difference is between a philosopher, a sophist and a statesman (217a). At the

end of the dialogue, they finally find the sophist: he is a master of images (269b-c).

We might expect the sophist to appear in this, the first of the trilogy, as an image

of the statesman and the lawyer. The sophist is just the sort of man to pop up as

both a “lawyer” and a “philosopher” and then to disappear again.

8.1.3 Confining Protagorean Wisdom to the Subjective

With this groundwork in place, we are now ready to answer our question:

what does the digression say about Protagorean wisdom?

In the lines preceding the digression, Socrates suggested that wisdom, includ-

ing Protagoras’ wisdom, must concern objective matters: what is beneficial for the

body, the soul, or the state. The digression began with a description of the “lawyer”:

a man who pursues the beneficial, and strives to make the beneficial seem just. This

portrait, in some ways, bears a striking resemblance to Protagoras. Plato draws

attention to this similarity by having Socrates give a speech in Protagoras’ name in

which Protagoras says that “the wise and efficient politician is the man who makes

wholesome things seem just to a city” (Levett 167c). Both men seem to have the

same pursuit. Protagoras’ wisdom is not that of the true legislator but that of the

image of the legislator. The Protagorean might respond that Protagoras’ wisdom,
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contrary to the “legislator” does not concern what merely seems beneficial. To this

more refined Protagorean, Socrates addresses the portrait of the “philosopher.”

In the first half of the digression, Socrates suggests that the “philosopher” of

Theodorus’ chorus scorns what seems beneficial and pursues more important things.

But what it is that this “philosopher” really knows remains as elusive as Protag-

oras’ knowledge does in the Protagoras. In the end, the “philosopher” scorns what

seems beneficial in preference for assiduously following local customs and praising

gods—traits that characterize the Protagoras of the Protagoras. But what is most

characteristic of the true philosopher whom Socrates describes in the second part of

the digression is his knowledge that the just and the pious are the beneficial. Both

the “philosopher” and Protagoras are ignorant of the intimate connection between

knowledge and the just and the pious. The “philosopher” displays his ignorance

both because he scorns what he believes to be beneficial, and because he pursues

only the poor cheap shows of justice and piety that cannot possibly be beneficial.

In Protagoras’ speech earlier in the dialogue he reveals his ignorance in the unity of

the beneficial, just, and pious when he argues that his wisdom concerns his ability

to make them seem similar. Further he reveals his belief that seeming justice and

piety is the extent of justice and piety when he claims that, if something seems just

and pious, it is just and pious. Protagoras, like the “philosopher”, doesn’t believe

that there is justice and piety, so he settles with seemings. Protagoras’ wisdom is

certainly not that of the Socratic philosopher who knows that practicing justice and

striving to be godlike is beneficial. Protagoras’ wisdom is the wisdom of the image

of the philosopher.
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The center of the digression serves as a “reflection point”: the portraits of the

two types (tÔpoi) in the first half of the digression are images of the two paradigms

(paradeÐgmata) of the second half of the digression. The “lawyer” and the “philoso-

pher” are images made in the models of the unjust and the just man. The image

of the just man, and the image of the unjust man have this in common: they are

not the just man. Insofar as both men live a life after their own likeness (177a), we

might wonder whether both, in the end, are not only not just, but unjust.

Protagoras’ wisdom has been shown to consist, not in objective matters in

which Socrates and Theodorus acknowledge the possibility that one can be wise and

ignorant, but in his judgements about what seems: what seems just, what seems

pious, and in what seems beneficial. Protagoras’ wisdom is beginning to look like no

wisdom at all, but a mere image of wisdom. In the next section, Socrates will pick

up the distinction between objective and subjective matters yet again, and continue

his argument against Protagoras’ doctrine. But we now see that if either Protagoras’

doctrine or Protagoras’ wisdom have a domain it is in the subjective realm. In the

next section, we will see Protagoras’ wisdom re-emerge as empirical knowledge within

the subjective realm.

8.1.4 A Quick Note about Legislation

Socrates now suggests that they leave behind the “digression” and return

to the argument (177b-c). He returns to consider the possibility of distinguishing

between subjective and objective matters: does Theodorus continue to maintain that

(1) each man is equally able to judge in questions of what is just and pious, and (2) in
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questions of what is beneficial everyone would agree that there are wise and ignorant

men (177c-d)? Rather than having Theodorus answer, Socrates quickly introduces a

distinction between the truly beneficial and what is called beneficial (177d). Socrates

thus hints at a revision of (1) and (2) in light of a distinction between what is, and

what seems (as we have developed in the previous section) but he doesn’t develop

this suggestion. Instead he gains Theodorus’ assent to the claim that they are talking

about what is truly beneficial, and Theodorus doesn’t deny (1) or (2). Socrates then

continues that the government must aim at the truly beneficial (177e). Socrates

then asks whether the government always succeeds or whether it also fails (178a).

Theodorus believes that the government sometimes fails. Socrates now adds a final

observation about legislation: what is beneficial has to do with what will happen

in the future. After making these claims about legislation—legislators try to make

laws that are beneficial, they sometimes fail, and the beneficial has to do with the

future—Socrates puts this short exchange aside. But he will return to them in a bit.

8.1.5 A More Persuasive Argument about Health and Sensation

In the discussion above, we have spent a lot of time extracting an argument

concerning the nature of Protagoras’ wisdom. But one should not forget that there

is also an argument against the truth of Protagoras’ doctrine in the realm of the

just and the pious. If one believes, as both Socrates and Theodorus claim to, that

there is (1) wisdom concerning what is beneficial, then Socrates’ claim (in the second

half of the digression) that (2) the just and pious life is beneficial should lead one to

conclude that (3) there is wisdom concerning what is just and what is pious. The
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consequence for Protagoras’ doctrine is this: Protagoras’ measure doctrine is false

concerning what is just and pious.

The argument we are about to consider might be summed up like this: (1)

each man has the authority to judge what is presently tasty or pleasureable, but (2)

only some men have the authority to judge concerning what will be experienced as

tasty or pleasureable, therefore (3) there are both better and worse judgements about

what will be experienced as tasty or pleasureable. The consequence for Protagoras’

doctrine will be this: the doctrine is false about judgements concerning what will be

experienced as tasty or pleasureable.

The two arguments form a natural pair. Socrates and Theodorus suggested

before the digression that Protagoras’ doctrine was most likely to be true about

judgements concerning how things feel or taste, and what is just or pious. The

argument of the digression proves that the doctrine is false about the latter, the

argument we are about to consider proves that the doctrine is false about the former.

Both arguments show that Protagoras’ doctrine is false for a class of judgements

concerning which they had thought the doctrine was most likely to be true.

Despite this similarity, Socrates pursues these arguments in very different

ways and the conclusions that they reach are more different than they first appear (for

example, the argument about the just and the pious concerns wisdom, the argument

about what is tasty or pleasureable concerns who is authoritative). The argument

we are about to look at might not be the better argument, but Socrates does indicate

that it will be the more persuasive (178a). Let’s take a closer look.
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The argument begins with a restatement of Protagoras’ doctrine:

Come now, let us question Protagoras in this way, (or any others of those

who speak in this same way): “Protagoras, you say, ‘Man is the measure

of all,’ of bright things, heavy things, and light things, of all such things

without a single exception; for since the standard is in each man, whatever

he experiences he thinks, so he thinks what is true and what is for him.

(178b)

According to this interpretation, Protagoras believes that, with regard to his expe-

riences, each man has the standard (“tä krit rion”) for judging within himself so

that each man always thinks what is true and what is for him. Socrates goes on to

ask whether men have the krit rion within themselves with regard to their future

(178b-c). In order to help Theodorus decide, Socrates goes on to give a series of

examples.

Socrates suggests, and Theodorus agrees, that although each man has author-

ity to judge whether he feels feverish, the doctor has more authority to judge whether

the man will feel feverish tomorrow (178c). In the second example, Socrates observes

that although each man has the authority to say whether his wine tastes sweet or

dry, only the grower has authority to judge how next year’s vintage will taste (178c).

In the third example, Socrates notes that while any man has the authority to say

whether he likes or dislikes the music, only the musician has authority to say what

will be in or out of tune (178d). Finally, although each man might have authority

to say how his dinner tastes to him, only the expert cook has the authority to judge
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whether the dinner will taste good (178d). These four examples show that Socra-

tes and Theodorus must amend their original claim that all men have the criterion

within themselves to judge about their experiences: men only have the criterion to

judge concerning their present experiences not their future experiences.

Throughout these examples, Socrates never says that these experts (doctor,

vintner, musician, cook) have true judgements while ordinary men have false judge-

ments. Instead, Socrates talks about the experts having the authority (kurÐa) to make

a judgement (178d2, d9) or having the ability to make a better (bèltion) judgement

(178d5).

While Socrates never says that the judgements about future experiences are

true and false, he does say that they will be confirmed or discredited by the future.19

So, for example, Socrates says that if the doctor and the man disagree about whether

or not he is going to take a fever, only one man’s judgement can be confirmed (178c).

He does not go on to say that the doctor’s judgement must be the true one, he only

indicates that it will carry more authority in the present. The authority of these

experts rests on their collected observations and the probability that their judgements

will be confirmed. Their judgements about the future are educated guesses. Although

the experts may have more or better authority to make judgements about the future,

Socrates stops short of saying that they judge truly.

Socrates now asks Theodorus whether Protagoras claimed to predict better

19Aristotle, like Plato, does not believe that statements about the future are true or false: “With
regard to what is and what has been it is necessary for the affirmation or the negation to be true
or false. ... But with particulars that are going to be it is different” (De Int., 18a28-33).
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than any other man whether a speech would be persuasive in court (178e). Theodorus

answers that this is precisely the sort of superiority that Protagoras claimed to have.

Socrates observes that Protagoras, like the doctor, vintner, musician, and cook, has

more authority than other men about how things will be experienced. In particular,

Protagoras prides himself on being able to predict better than any layman whether

an argument will appear just and pious in court (178e). Protagoras was, as Socrates

will go on to suggest, a superior fortune-teller of how things would appear in court

(179a). Here we see Protagoras’ wisdom reemerging in the subjective realm.

Socrates now returns to the judgements concerning the city. He will add one

more class of expert to his list:

Legislation and the beneficial concern what likely will be, and all men

would agree that a city’s lawmaking must frequently fail to hit what is

most beneficial. (179a)

Socrates now points out that what is lawful and what is useful are always concerned

with the future. The point of the laws is to make what will be beneficial, lawful. For

example, because it will be beneficial for the city if, in ten years, all the smartest

men have not been killed off by all the strongest men, the legislators make murder

unlawful. Because the laws are designed to get at what will be beneficial, it follows,

as in the previous arguments, that some men might have more authority than other

men.

While each man is his own authority concerning his present experiences, some

men are better authorities than others about what will be experienced. Because some
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men are better authorities than others, and because the future will confirm one man’s

judgement but not another’s, Protagoras’ doctrine is false about what men believe

they will experience. (Nonetheless, Protagoras’ doctrine still might be right about

how things taste and feel right now. Men retain their authority concerning their own

present experiences.)

Socrates and Theodorus have arrived at this conclusion by obtaining four

Protagorean admissions. First, Protagoras conceded that there are wise men and he

was one of them (166d-167d). Second, Protagoras circumscribed his measure doc-

trine: to be a “measure” is to think truly about what seems to be (166d-168). Third,

Protagoras was made to concede that not everyone thinks equally well about what

will seem to be (171d-172c, 178b-179a). Fourth, Protagoras must concede that his

wisdom is his ability to think well about what seems and what will seem to be (172c-

177b, 179a-b). The first and second concession make it seem as if Protagoras will be

allowed to escape self-refutation, for he can maintain that he is wise and that each

man is the measure, by distinguishing between wisdom and being the measure. The

distinction between objective and subjective matters appeared to develop how this

distinction might be made. However, the third and the fourth concession show that

Protagoras cannot make the distinction between wisdom and being the measure sim-

ply by considering whether the subject matter is objective or subjective. In the third

concession, Protagoras admits that not everyone can be the measure about what will

be: only some men have authority concerning what will be. In the fourth conces-

sion Protagoras admits that his own wisdom in fact lies in the subjective realm; he

judges better than others about what will seem just and pious. The third and fourth
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concessions show that Protagoras cannot maintain his distinction between wisdom

and being the measure by saying that wisdom concerns objective matters and being

the measure concerns subjective matters because (1) only some men have authorita-

tive judgements about subjective matters in the future and (2) his wisdom concerns

subjective matters. This doesn’t mean that Protagoras’ doctrine is refuted nor that

his special sort of wisdom is meaningless. It only means that his way of escape is

less clear than it first appears. He cannot escape simply by distinguishing between

judgements about objective matters and judgements about subjective matters. But

Protagoras can distinguish between wisdom and being the measure by marking a line

between “judgements about what will be,” and “judgements about what is.” Socrates

cannot quite bury Protagoras with these four Protagorean admissions. Protagoras

can still maintain his wisdom (he is superior to others in predicting how things will

seem) and his doctrine (things are for every man what they seem to him to be at

present). To finish the argument against Protagoras, Socrates could do one or both

of the following.

First, Socrates could complete the argument against the doctrine. He could

argue that even about how subjective things seem right now it cannot be maintained

that each man is the measure of what is. This is, in fact, the argument that Socrates

pursues in the next section (179c-183c). Socrates will soon claim that this version

of the Protagorean doctrine, that each man is the measure of what is, requires that

what “is” be a moving being. They will thus turn to Heraclitus’ doctrine to see if

man can be the measure of what is, when what is, is in flux.

Second, Socrates could complete his argument against Protagoras himself.
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Throughout the discussion of Protagoras and Protagoras’ doctrine, Protagoras’ claim

to wisdom has been set up against his own doctrine. Socrates has now shown that

Protagoras’ wisdom is limited to his authority in making predictions of how sub-

jective things will be in the future; Socrates could complete the argument against

Protagoras by showing that Protagoras’ wisdom is really no wisdom at all. Such

an attack is not simply a personal attack against Protagoras, nor is it a fallacious

ad hominem argument against the theory; Socrates’ argument against Protagorean

wisdom represents Plato’s argument against a Protagorean definition of knowledge.

It is Plato’s argument that knowledge is not authoritative judgement about what

will seem to be. Plato does not have Socrates pursue this argument in the lines to

follow; he has already completed it. In order to see this, we will have to revisit the

series of experts that Socrates has just given and among whom Protagoras was found

(178b-179b).

Socrates’ first and last examples of experts, doctors and the legislators, differ

from the examples he puts in between, vintners, musicians, cooks, speech writers,

because the doctor and lawyer make judgements about objective matters (health and

benefit) while the experts Socrates sandwiches between them make judgements about

subjective matters (how things taste, sound, or seem). To complete his argument

against Protagoras’ doctrine, Socrates needs to argue that there is knowledge even

in the subjective judgements of vintners, musicians, cooks, and speech writers—but

he needn’t argue that there is knowledge in the objective judgements of doctors and

legislators, for this was already conceded at (171d-172b). So, why does Socrates

bring the doctor and legislator both up here?

287



Let’s consider the doctor example first. Socrates marks a distinction between

the ordinary man and the doctor because (although the ordinary man’s judgements

carry authority about whether he feels feverish right now) the ordinary man’s judge-

ments are not authoritative about whether he will feel feverish tomorrow, while the

doctor’s judgements do carry authority about whether the patient will feel feverish

tomorrow (178c). This is all well and fine. But it is worth noting what Socrates

does not say. Socrates does not say that the doctor knows what is healthy for the

man right now. This leaves open the possibility that a doctor, while making more

authoritative judgements about how the patient will feel, is nonetheless ignorant con-

cerning what is healthy. This doctor’s expertise is confined to the realm of subjective

judgements: for example, whether the man will feel or seem feverish. If the doctor

does not know what is healthy, then the doctor’s expertise falls short of knowledge

because he does not judge what is, but only what appears. In addition, Socrates

does not say that the doctor judges truly about whether the man will feel feverish

tomorrow, but he confines himself to saying that the doctor’s judgements will be con-

firmed. Implicit in Socrates’ limited claim about the doctor’s judgement is this: the

doctor’s judgements fall short of truth because they are contingent upon the future.

Socrates claim that the judgements about the future fall short of truth might rest

upon one (or both) of the following reasons. First, Socrates might be pointing out

that the doctor’s judgements are only “more likely” to be true, not that they will be

necessarily confirmed. Socrates uses the word “�pob sesjai”, which can be trans-

lated “to turn out” or “to be confirmed,” but might have a probabilistic sense.20

20LSJ, A, II, 1.
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But if Plato had wanted to emphasize that this doctor’s judgements were merely

probable and not necessary, he might have made this more explicit by saying that

the doctor’s judgements merely resemble truth, or are probable (eÊkìta). Instead,

Socrates seems to be emphasizing the point that even if, in a particular instance, the

doctor’s judgement will be confirmed, the judgement still falls short of truth because

the judgement is not about what always is, but about what will come to be.21 The

doctor’s expertise thus falls short of knowledge both in that his judgements concern

appearance in contrast to being, and because his judgements aim at what will be

but isn’t now (that is, they aim at a “moving being”) in contrast to aiming at what

always is.22

The doctor Socrates describes in this passage makes good predictions about

future-tense subjective matters (how the man will feel or seem). His judgements

might be better than the ordinary man’s (perhaps they might even always be con-

firmed), but this is not because his judgements are about what is or because his

judgements are true—in other words, it is not because he has knowledge. The man

whom Socrates is talking about in this passage is not a true doctor with knowledge

of health and disease, he is just a man who predicts (but does not judge truly) the

course of the symptoms (not the aÊtÐa) of a disease: he is a “doctor”. With this

in mind, we might turn to the legislator and ask whether his judgements are better

than others merely because, like the “doctor,” he predicts the future about subjective

matters, or because he knows what always is about objective matters.

21Cf. Rep. 476 e ff. Later in the dialogue, Socrates will consider whether it is even possible to
judge something that is not, 188e-189b.

22Phdr. 270b ff.
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Socrates makes two claims that are related to the art of legislators: (1) legis-

lation is concerned with the future, (2) cities often fail to make laws that are most

beneficial. If the legislator is making judgements about what is beneficial then,

again, it is hard to know why Socrates puts this example here. Socrates is try-

ing to show that Protagoras’ doctrine is false, even about those areas concerning

which they thought it was most likely to be true, but they have already assumed

that Protagoras’ doctrine is false about judgements about the beneficial. However,

if Socrates thinks that the legislator aims not at what is beneficial but at what will

seem beneficial, then this argument makes sense. We might now recall the short

exchange that Socrates and Theodorus had directly following the digression (177d-

178a). There Socrates made a point of distinguishing between what is beneficial and

what is generally called beneficial. If Socrates is talking about the truly beneficial in

this passage, then it is an objective matter. However, if Socrates is merely speaking

of what is called beneficial then he is speaking of what seems beneficial (the “ben-

eficial”). If he is speaking about what seems beneficial, then it might not be an

objective matter at all. If Socrates is talking only about what is called beneficial, or

what seems beneficial, then the expertise of the legislator is not in crafting laws that

are beneficial, but in crafting laws that will seem beneficial in the future. Here his

expertise is comparable to the “doctor,” wine maker, musician, and cook: they are

each experts in what will seem.

Socrates and Theodorus introduced the distinction between subjective and ob-

jective matters as a distinction that would help them distinguish those areas about

which Protagoras’ doctrine was most likely to be true, and those areas concerning
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which men generally believed that there was wisdom (that is true belief) and igno-

rance (that is false belief). There were certain matters about which Socrates and

Theodorus agreed that all men would maintain one could make true and false judge-

ments. These we called objective matters. They included what is healthy for the

body, and what is beneficial for the soul or state. In a separate sphere, there were

matters about which Protagoras’ doctrine seemed most likely to be true. These in-

cluded judgements about what is just and pious, and how things taste or feel. We

called these subjective matters.

There are three conclusions to be drawn from the argument of the digression:

(D1) Protagoras’ doctrine is false about judgements concerning the just and the

pious; (D2) there are true and false beliefs about what is just and what is pious;

(D3) Protagoras’ wisdom concerns what seems just and what seems pious.

The two conclusions to be drawn from the present argument are: (F1) Protag-

oras’ doctrine is false about judgements concerning how things will be experienced

(or how things will seem); (F2) some men’s judgements carry more authority than

others about what will be experienced (or how things will seem); (F3) Protagoras’

judgements carry more authority than others about what seems just and what seems

pious.

(D1) and (D2) appear to be analogous to (F1) and (F2). But, while D1 and F1

are analogous, D2 and F2 are not. The disanalogy emerges because while judgements

about what is just and pious might be true or false, the judgements about what will

be experienced are neither true nor false, but more or less likely to be confirmed, and

therefore carry more or less authority. The judgements of the “doctor”, wine maker,
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musician, cook, Protagoras, and legislator are “more authoritative” or “better” than

other men’s judgements: but these experts do not fall into the class of men whom

Socrates and Theodorus have agreed to be wise, those men whose judgements are

true about objective matters.

The significance of distinguishing D2 from F2 is of consequence for deter-

mining what it is that Socrates is saying about the expertise of “doctors,” vintners,

musicians, cooks, Protagoras, and legislators. Our observations about the “doctor”

and the questionable aims of the legislator now make sense: Socrates is not talking

about the sort of men who have true beliefs concerning what is healthy and what is

beneficial. Socrates is talking about another class of experts, a class that has better

beliefs about what will seem on the morrow. This latter class of experts includes not

only the vintner, musician, and cook, but a sham doctor, Protagoras himself, and a

legislator who aims at what will seem beneficial and not the truly beneficial.

Socrates now brings the discussion of the Protagorean doctrine to a close.

Socrates does not explicitly draw any conclusions on his own behalf. But a number

of “Socratic” conclusions are hinted at. The sham doctor represents someone who

appears to have knowledge of health, but only can predict how you will feel; the

legislator represents someone who appears to have knowledge of what is beneficial,

but can only predict what will seem beneficial. Protagoras is someone who claims to

be wise because he has knowledge of what is just. But Socrates has drawn attention

to the fact that this “knowledge” merely amounts to the ability to make educated

guesses about what will seem just. Protagorean wisdom does not come from knowl-

edge of what is, but guesses about what will be; Protagoras’ beliefs are not true,
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merely more likely to be confirmed. The point must be that Protagoras’ empiricism

represents a sort of knowledge or wisdom that Socrates would reject. Protagorean

wisdom is not a model for the sort of knowledge that Socrates believes in. Socrates

believes in wisdom that comes from knowledge of what is beneficial, just, and pious,

not expert judgements about what seems or will seem to be beneficial, just, or pious.

In order to believe in Socratic wisdom, one must believe that it is possible for the

doctor to have knowledge of what is healthy (and not just a guess about whether

the man will seem feverish tomorrow), that it is possible for the legislator to have

knowledge of what is beneficial (and not just a guess about what will seem beneficial

in five years), and most generally that it is possible for a man to have knowledge of

what is (and not just a guess about what will seem to be).

Although Plato has introduced the question, he doesn’t tackle the most dif-

ficult point in distinguishing Protagoras’ wisdom from Socratic wisdom. The easy

distinction is this: Protagorean wisdom concerns the ability to guess about what

will seem to be, while Socratic wisdom concerns the knowledge of what is. But

in Socrates’ speech in defense of Protagoras, Protagoras was made to say that his

own wisdom consisted not only in predicting what would seem, but in an ability to

“change the appearances” (167c). It’s obvious that the doctor who can only predict

whether the man will have a fever tomorrow is an inferior sort of doctor. But what

are we to make of the doctor who can make the man feel healthy? What are we to

make of the legislator who makes things seem just? One might guess that Socrates

would still maintain that “feeling healthy” is different from “being healthy” and that

“seeming beneficial” is different from “being beneficial,” but Socrates’ stand against
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Protagoras starts to look a bit weaker.

Now is a good time to reflect on how the argument against Protagoras affects

our understanding of the relation between Protagoras and Theaetetus. At the least,

Socrates has established that Protagoras distinguishes between his own wisdom and

the way in which men are reliable measures of what is. While men are reliable mea-

sures in their thinking about what seems to be in the immediate present, Protagoras’

own wisdom concerns an ability to predict, better than other men, what will seem to

be. So, while Protagoras says that each man is unerring in his perceptions—so that

there was a prima facie agreement between Theaetetus and Protagoras—Socrates

has revealed that there is an underlying tension—for Protagoras distinguishes wis-

dom from perception, while Theaetetus identified both wisdom and knowledge with

perception (145d-e, 151d). In short, Protagoras and Theaetetus part ways because

Protagoras and Theaetetus disagree about whether or not perception is wisdom.

In the next chapter we will turn to the critical examination of Heraclitus.

While Protagoras believes that wisdom is the ability to predict what will seem to be,

neither Heraclitus nor Theaetetus would accept this as an account of wisdom. This

is not because Heraclitus, like Theaetetus, has identified wisdom with knowledge,

but because Heraclitus does not believe in the ability to predict what will seem to

be. Heraclitus does not believe in regularity and he thrives on the unpredictable,

as Theodorus will go on to observe (179e-180b). If there is wisdom it is in men’s

present perceptions—in this respect Heraclitus and Theaetetus agree. So the pair of

them part ways with Protagoras, leaving behind his understanding of the nature of

wisdom, but taking with them a more precise understanding of his doctrine: each
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man is the measure of his own immediate present experiences.
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Chapter 9

The Rejection of Skepticism

9.1 Theaetetus on Heraclitus’ Path

In the previous chapter, Socrates demonstrated that Protagoras could not

have believed that men are equally wise, nor did he believe that wisdom is found

in every man’s perceptions. Rather, Protagoras believed that only a distinguished

few are wise, and their wisdom is found in their ability to make authoritative judge-

ments about what will seem to be. Protagoras’ belief in wisdom and its nature is

at odds with Theaetetus’ and Heraclitus’ commitment to the thesis that percep-

tion, and perception only, has the power to get at what is. After Socrates develops

this divide between Protagoras, on the one hand, and Heraclitus and Theaetetus,

on the other, Socrates and Theodorus abandon Protagoras in order to continue to

investigate Theaetetus’ suggestion that perception is knowledge.

They do, however, continue with their investigation of a version of Protagoras’

doctrine. For Theaetetus and Heraclitus maintain, against even Protagoras, that

appearances, in particular, perception, is of what is and unerring. Socrates will

suggest that they continue investigating the doctrine by considering the Heraclitean

theory that explains why it is that perceptions are never false. In this chapter, we

will follow Socrates and Theodorus as they turn to consider how deep the agreement
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between Heraclitus’ theory and Theaetetus’ definition really is.

According to the theory of perception that Socrates and Theaetetus developed

earlier in the dialogue, immediate present experiences are of what becomes, not what

is. Therefore, whether the perceptions and perceptual judgements that arise from

immediate present experiences are knowledge, will depend upon whether perception

of what becomes counts as perception of what is (179c-d). They thus turn to a

discussion of Heraclitus’ theory.

Theodorus takes the opportunity to launch into one of his longest speeches of

the dialogue: a tirade against the Heracliteans (179e-180b). In his speech he accuses

them of being incapable of conversation and holding nothing still. Socrates responds

to this speech by observing that maybe Theodorus has only seen the Heracliteans

“in battle” and has not seen them when they are teaching their own students (180b).

Theodorus vehemently denies that these men are ever among students, and says that

no Heraclitean would ever credit another with knowledge (180b-c). Theodorus then

suggests that they examine the Heraclitean theory as a geometrician would, and not

as the Heracliteans themselves would allow (180c). Socrates agrees that this is a very

reasonable method (180c).

The argument against the Heraclitean theory comes in five stages. In the

first stage, Socrates and Theodorus determine that there are two forms of motion:

movement and alteration (181c-182a). In the second stage, Socrates and Theodorus

decide that the Heraclitean flux theory must be interpreted as saying that all things

both move and alter (182a). In the third stage, Socrates reminds Theodorus of the

theory of perception that he developed earlier with Theaetetus: according to that

297



theory some things move (whiteness, for example) while other things alter (stones,

for example) (182a-b). In the fourth stage, Socrates must reconcile the Heraclitean

theory with the theory of perception: either they were wrong to say that all things

must both move and alter, or they must update the theory of perception and allow

that all things both move and alter. Theodorus chooses the latter, all things must

both move and alter so that even things such as whiteness must both move and alter

(182c-d). In the fifth stage, Socrates draws a number of inferences from this theory

of perception, finally concluding that knowledge cannot be perception any more than

not perception (182d-182e). Let’s look at each of these stages more closely.

9.1.1 Five Steps to Skepticism

In the first stage of the argument, Socrates begins by considering what sorts

of motion there are. He and Theodorus observe that there is movement from one

place to another and there is turning in the same place (181c). In addition, they

determine that there is a second form of motion. In addition to moving and turning

in place there is also alteration (181d). Socrates gives three examples: growing old,

darkening, and hardening (181d).

In the second stage of the argument, Socrates asks which of these motions

the Heracliteans are referring to when they say that “all things move” (181c2, t�

p�nta kineØsjai).1 In particular, Socrates asks whether the Heracliteans think that

all things are in motion in both ways (that is, they both move and change) or whether

1Contrast with the formulation at 156a, “the all is motion,” (“τὸ πᾶν κίνησις”). The current
formulation is like that given at 156c, “all things move,” (“πάντα...κινεῖται”).
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some things are in motion in both ways and some only in one or the other (181e).

Theodorus is unwilling to say at first, but then decides that it must be the former:

everything is in motion in both ways. Socrates goes on to provide Theodorus an

account for his decision. He says that if they had taken the latter alternative it

would be no more right to say that all things are in motion than to say that all

things stand still (181e). Theodorus is quite pleased with Socrates’ account and the

way it supports his understanding of the theory.

Socrates now turns to the third stage of the argument: recalling the theory of

perception that he and Theaetetus developed earlier. In chapter three, I described

how Socrates takes two theories of perception, each of which accounts for a different

puzzle of sense experience, and weaves them together in one final account. In the

first theory of perception, Socrates argues that the naive view that perceptual quali-

ties belong to either the perceiver or the perceived is wrong: the perceptual qualities

are in motion between the perceiver and the perceived. This theory accounts for

an apparent conflict between different perceivers’ perceptions of the same thing. In

the second theory, Socrates tries to explain how things appear different without any

change in themselves; the perceiver and perceived are themselves motions (under-

stood as active and passive changes). This theory accounts for how the same thing,

without being added to or subtracted from, might become different. In the final

version of the theory these two accounts are woven together, so that the perceptual

properties are understood as moving in space between the perceiver and perceived

(“fast motion”), while the perceiver and perceived are understood as altering (“slow

motion”). Socrates briefly reminds Theodorus of this theory:
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We were saying, were we not, that they say that both warmth and white-

ness become in the following way: each of them is carried along at the

same time as perception, between what is active and passive, and the

passive is perceiving but does not become perception, and the active

becomes of a sort, but not a sort? (182a)

Socrates notes both sorts of motion: the physical motion of the qualities and percep-

tion of them, which are between the perceiver and perceived, as well as the alteration

that occurs in the active and passive factors. One crucial point about the earlier the-

ory is that physical motion is “isolated” in the qualities and perception of them,

while the alteration is “isolated” in the objects and sense organs. In other words,

neither the qualities and perceptions of them, nor the perceiver and perceived, both

physically move and alter. This aspect of the earlier theory of perception belies what

Socrates and Theodorus have just concluded in the first stage of the argument: that

all things must both move and alter. Let’s turn to the fourth stage.

The tension between the first stage of the argument and the theory of per-

ception given earlier can be resolved in one of two ways. Either they can revise the

argument of the first stage—maybe things do not need to both move and alter—or

they can revise the theory of perception that Socrates developed with Theaetetus.

In the third stage of the argument, Socrates intimates that they should take the

first path, for he begins by revisiting the argument of the first stage (182c). But

Theodorus remains steadfast in his interpretation of the flux theory: all things must

both move and alter (182c). Therefore Socrates continues by revising the theory of

perception.
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Socrates changes the theory by introducing the possibility that the “flowing

things” (the qualities and the perceptions of them) must not only be in physical mo-

tion between the perceiver and perceived, but must themselves be in a “slow motion”:

altering in kind (182c-d).2 Although there were many opportunities earlier in the

dialogue (cf. 156d-e, 159e), Plato chooses this moment to have Socrates introduce

a new term to talk about these flowing things. Plato coins the word ‘what-sort-

ness’ (poiìthc) to refer to these flowing things (I will call them ‘qualities’).3 These

poiìthtec must not only move between perceiver and perceived (as in the earlier

theory), but must also alter.4

2Likewise, one assumes, the perceiver and the perceived must not only be altering, but must also
be in “fast motion”: moving through space. But it is the former requirement, that the qualities
must both move and alter, that Socrates now examines more closely. This may be because the
latter requirement is less problematic. The wind, after all, both becomes warm (alters) and moves
swiftly from north to south (physically moves). So it is not impossible that some perceived things
should do both.

3Plato’s new word ‘ποιότης’ gets passed down through Aristotle’s works (or more precisely the
study and translation of Plato and Aristotle’s work into Latin), and becomes the technical term
‘quality’ and later ‘property.’ Burnyeat cites Cicero (Academica I 24-26) as the first Roman author
to coin the Latin word ‘qualitas’ from which we get ‘quality’ (Burnyeat (1990), 311-312, note 37).
I have anticipated Socrates’ introduction of this term and have used our words where I thought
necessary above ( ‘property’ and ‘quality’). But the fact that Plato chooses this moment to coin
the word will be important in our interpretation.

4In order to better understand this argument, we might ask what these ποιότητες are. Some have
argued that the ποιότητες are forms, others that they are abstract (proto-Aristotelian) qualities, and
still others that they are simply the instances of different qualities. (Cf. Cornford (1935) for the first
(98-99), McDowell (1973) for the second (182-183), Bostock (1988) for the last (Socrates is referring
to “change in particular occurrences of whiteness” (105)).) Without diminishing the importance of
this debate, I think we can sidestep it for now by focusing on a less contentious claim that Socrates
surely makes: this version of the Heraclitean theory cannot support the ordinary predicative claims
we make, even if we allow some revision of ordinary speech by replacing the static copula, “to be,”
with a dynamic copula, “comes to be.” The conclusion is that this articulation of the flux theory
(all things are in flux in all ways), makes predication, even dynamic predication, impossible, so that
the theory cannot support predicative claims about what we perceive. This conclusion is, as we
will see, reached only after a tortuous ontological regress in the fourth stage of the argument.
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Socrates goes on to give an example. In the perception of a white stone,

the white poiìthc not only moves between perceived and perceiver but must also

become black as it moves (182d). In trying to capture what the stone becomes when

it becomes white, a white that is white becoming black, one might settle on simply

saying that “the stone becomes colored.” Socrates anticipates this and goes on to say

that the theory also prohibits them from saying that the stone is becoming colored,

because that which is moving towards it, color, changes from color to sound (182d-e).

Nor can we say that the stone is becoming perceived, because that which is moving

towards it, perceptibleness, changes from perceptibleness to imperceptibleness(182e).

Socrates then says that this means that knowledge cannot be said to be perception

(and this must be understood as a predicative claim rather than a claim of identity)

any more than not (182e).5 Each time one makes a dynamic predicative claim, the

Heraclitean points out that there is a hidden stillness couched in the unaltering nature

of the predicate that one used. Whenever one tries to embrace this alteration, by

coining a new higher order quality that embraces the possibility of the alteration in

the lower order quality, the stillness re-emerges in the higher order quality. Socrates

argues that the end result of this regress is this: knowledge cannot be said to be

perception any more than not.

With this revision, they reconcile the first and second stages of the argument,

as well as completing the argument that shows that the perceptions and perceptual

judgements that arise from immediate present experience cannot be knowledge of

what is and unerring. But this final argument has large gaps. In fact it is hard

5Cf. Crat. 439d-440c.
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(I believe impossible) to reconstruct a passing argument. There are two problems

worthy of a brief note. The first problem with the argument is that it depends

upon the radicalization of the Heraclitean thesis: Theodorus interprets the claim

as requiring both motion and alteration from all things. The initial account of

Heraclitus’ theory of perception didn’t require this, so we might wonder whether

Socrates is playing the theory false. The fact that he reiterates the argument from

“all is flux”, to things both move and alter could be seen as Plato’s way of flagging

this illegitimate move. Second, Socrates must argue that the difficulty in predicating

perceptual qualities of ordinary objects leads to this regress. But there are two

problems with this regress. First, the use of “to be” in predicative statements like

“the stone is white” has an uncertain relation to the use of “to be” in statements like

“white and black are colors” and statements like “knowledge is perception.” Each

of these uses of “to be” is different; but, as far as I can tell, Socrates puts them

on a par in his way of explaining the regress from 182d-182e. In addition, and not

unrelatedly, one might argue that white, color, and perceptibleness do not have the

same ontological status, so that it is wrong to lump them together as poiìthtec.

Whatever Theodorus thinks, it is plausible that an actual defender of Heraclitus

would have said that, at some point, these poiìthtec no longer count as “things” that

must be in flux. Recall that the plausibility of this thesis (in fact, the possibility of

even articulating the thesis) rests at least in part on the fact that Socrates has given

these previous non-entities a name. It is by naming white, color, and perceptibleness

as poiìthtec that they become things, and thus subject to flux. As soon as the

Heraclitean notices this “trick” and also recognizes that these poiìthtec are new
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things that he need not allow into his ontology the regress of new things stops. I

suspect a good Heraclitean would have stopped the regress before admitting that

color is a quality. In other words, the Heraclitean might have admitted that hot,

white, bitter were quality-things, but would have denied that color, sound, taste,

etc., are quality-things. If they are not a quality-things, then they need not be in

flux.

But the argument does give us reason to question whether the Heracliteans

(as Socrates and Theodorus have here described them) can say of anything that they

perceive that it is, or even becomes, white or dark, warm or cool. At least at this

first level, it does seem plausible that the Heraclitean should say that the qualities

must suffer flux. This would make it impossible to claim that any perception could

be understood as being of what always is and unerring. Heraclitus’ theory, then,

does not support the claim that Protagoras and Theaetetus initially stood behind:

perception is of what is and unerring. Perception, for Heraclitus, is of what becomes.

If Heraclitus believes that nothing is, but everything becomes, then, in a

certain sense, he might still be understood to hold that perception is of what is. But

this only in the minimal sense that being is nothing more than becoming. Similarly,

in a certain sense Heraclitus might still be understood to hold that knowledge is

perception. But this too in a minimal sense: for knowledge is nothing more than

perception. Insofar as Heraclitus embraces the thesis that knowledge is perception,

it is because he does not believe in knowledge. In other words, Heraclitus is revealed

as a dogmatic skeptic.

If we were hoping for an argument against Heraclitus’ theory, the argument is,
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so far, a disappointment. This is not a tight refutation of the theory. At best it is an

argument that Heraclitean perceptions can’t be spoken or thought of truly. But it is

not surprising that many commentators read the final remarks, about the difficulty of

predication, so that they indicate not only that the Heraclitean theory cannot support

a narrow reading of the Protagorean doctrine and Theaetetus’ more substantive

understanding of the claim that knowledge is perception, but so that they undermine

even Heraclitus’ own claim. On this many proponents of reading A and reading B

(described in chapter 2) are agreed: the Heraclitean theory, as it is formulated from

179c-183c, leads to the absurd conclusion that language is impossible.6 Cornford

says, “Plato’s point is that, if ‘all things’ without exception are always changing,

language can have no fixed meaning.”7 McDowell says: “The derivation of (2) [the

thesis that “no statement as to how things are, or come to be, is any more worthy of

acceptance than its negation”] must be meant to count as a reductio ad absurdum of

the doctrine of total instability.”8 Burnyeat seems to hold the stronger thesis: “Thus

6There are some philosophers who should be excepted from this reading. Bostock and Sedley
are among these, but they take exception to this characterization for different reasons. Bostock
argues that “despite the occurrence of the abstract noun ‘whiteness’ our argument should not be
construed as concerned with a change in any such abstract object as the colour white, or the
form of whiteness, or the meaning o the word ‘white’. It is concerned with changes in particular
occurrences of whiteness, and similarly with changes in particular episodes of seeing and hearing”
(Bostock (1988), 105). But then he goes on to concede that, “this result must be admitted to be
somewhat disappointing, for we now have to admit that Plato’s own argument is a thoroughly bad
argument: it gives no convincing reason to say that if the flux doctrine is true then language is
impossible” (Ibid., 105). Bostock’s reading seems untenable; he at once dismisses Plato’s words,
and then goes on to say that Plato gives a “thoroughly bad argument.” Bostock is motivated to
give his interpretation by the strangeness of Plato’s claim that according to the Heraclitean theory
‘whiteness’ moves. But I think this would seem a lot less strange to a predecessor of Plato than it
does to post-Aristotelian philosophers. Sedley just thinks the conclusion is more moderate: it’s not
that language is impossible but a certain sort of language: dialectic (Sedley (2003)).

7Cornford (1935), 99.
8McDowell (1973), 180.
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the structure of the argument is that of a reductio ad absurdum: Theaetetus →

Protagoras→ Heraclitus→ the impossibility of language”.9 For most commentators

the point seems to be that the Heraclitean doctrine leads to the impossibility of

language, that this is absurd, and that therefore the theory refutes itself and cannot

be the basis for Theaetetus’ claim that knowledge is perception.10

One problem with this argument is that Socrates does not say that all lan-

guage is nonsense, but makes a more limited claim about what sorts of predication

are and are not allowed (as Sedley has pointed out).11 The point of the argument

doesn’t seem to be simply that the flux theory makes language impossible, but that

the theorists have “no words for their hypothesis” or that they have very limited lan-

guage for their hypothesis (183b). In other words, Socrates’ claim about language is

limited to the claim that the theory cannot be meaningfully asserted.12

Once the conclusion that language is impossible is distinguished from the

conclusion that the theorists have no language for their own hypothesis, I think it

is clear that Socrates only seeks the latter and not the former conclusion. But does

9Burnyeat (1990), 9.
10Of course, proponents of reading A and reading B disagree about whether or not the Heraclitean

theory of flux might be true of the sensible world. The disagreement is about whether, when Plato
says that “whiteness” is in flux, he is supposing that something sensible is in flux, and that this by
itself makes language impossible (this is what proponents of reading B would argue), or whether
he is making a more radical assumption that forms and meanings are in flux, in which case the
flux theory might still hold good of the sensible world (this is what proponents of reading A would
argue).

11Sedley (2004).
12Aristotle, and perhaps most philosophers, might argue that the embracing contradiction makes

language meaningless (Metaphysics IV.4, 1006a1 ff.). The radical Heracliteans might say that
Aristotle’s understanding of the meaning and role of language was too limited; they might say
language isn’t merely about predication, but serves as a way of gesturing to the world or pointing.
Perhaps this would make the Heraclitean position more tenable.
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Socrates even draw this weaker conclusion?

Socrates begins this final test of the theory by pointing out that the theory

makes every answer right, so that it is “equally correct” to say both ‘it is thus’

and ‘it is not thus.’ If this is the conclusion, then the Heraclitean theory would

be just as correct as anything else. Language would be meaningful, I suppose, but

all claims would have the same truth value–everything would be equally true. But

Socrates retracts this claim immediately, replacing it with a more negative claim.

He now claims that the proponents of the theory can’t even use the words ‘thus’

or ‘not thus’, for these words make things stand still. If this is the case, then it

would seem that in the Heracliteans’ world, the statements are all equally false. One

cannot say how the world is at all. It is at this juncture that Socrates claims that

the Heracliteans, “have no words for their hypothesis” (183b). But this suggestion

also only stands for a moment before Socrates settles down with a moderate middle

ground between the first claim (which makes every answer right) and the second

claim (which makes every claim impossible):

But some other way of speaking is to be laid down by those who speak

of this theory, since they (at any rate) now have no words for their hy-

pothesis; unless the phrase “not even thus,” said in an indefinite sense,

would suit them. (183b)

The conclusion is not that all language is absurd, nor even that the Heracliteans

can’t speak their own theory; instead it is the limited claim that the Heracliteans

can say very very little about their theory. They are forced to make barely meaningful

statements like, “the all is not quite still.”
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Indeed, if Socrates was trying to argue that the Heraclitean theory is unass-

ertable he would run into a problem. According to the argument that Socrates just

pursued, it seems that all predicative claims are problematic because predication

requires that a poiìthc remain unchanged. That is, it seems that a necessary condi-

tion for meaningful predication is the unchanging character of the poiìthc. Socrates

points out that this condition for meaningful predication cannot be met if all things,

including the poiìthtec, must be in flux. In particular, then, it might seem that if

Heraclitus’ thesis is true, then he cannot even meaningfully assert that “all is flux,”

or “all things are in flux.” Instead, the Heracliteans must resort to the less meaning-

ful negative indefinite assertion. However, this argument skips over one important

assumption. Socrates indicates that predication requires the predicate to remain un-

changed. But predication doesn’t require that the poiìthtec remain unchanged—at

least not directly. This is because there is a small distinction to be made between a

thing remaining unchanged and a thing remaining the same (as itself). Predication

requires the latter, but not the former. Let me say more.

First, we should note that in many cases, perhaps most, predicates must

remain unchanged in order for there to be meaningful predication. Though, if there

were a predicate that changed while remaining the same as itself then it might be a

candidate for predication. Is there such a predicate?

One obvious candidate is flux itself. Flux remains itself if it has the quality

flux. But flux changes if it has the quality flux. In this case, we have a predicate, flux,

that remains the same as itself only if it changes. This line of thought corresponds to

the concrete images of Heraclitus: the barley drink remains itself only when stirred,
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and the river remains itself, precisely by flowing. It might turn out that while the

Heracliteans can assert nothing else about the particular nature of things, the one

thing they can assert is their own theory: “all is flux.”

The final critical discussion of Heraclitus’ theory fails to show either that

the theory is self-refuting or that it is unassertable. But Socrates’ discussion does

explain why they abandon Heraclitus. The Heracliteans embraced the thesis that

knowledge is perception, not because one can get at substantive secure knowledge

through perception, but because perception is as close as one will get. In this re-

spect, Heraclitus and Theaetetus differ: Heraclitus doesn’t believe that there is a

substantive account of knowledge — what one perceives is all that one can know —

but Theaetetus believes that there is a substantive account of knowledge: knowledge

is perception. Heracliteans must finally be understood as skeptics, ones who believe

that nothing is stable enough for knowledge of the sort that Theaetetus, Theodorus

and Socrates envision. For the Heracliteans, there is no knowledge but perception.

9.2 Conclusion

Socrates is now ready to sum up what progress they have made. He is very

cautious in his final assessment, declaring neither that Protagoras’ doctrine nor Her-

aclitus’ theory are entirely refuted:

Then, Theodorus, we have been released from your companion, and by

no means are we agreeing with him that every man is the measure of

all things, unless he is a man of understanding. Nor will we agree that
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perception is knowledge, according to the doctrine that all is moving,

unless Theaetetus here has another way of saying it. (183b7-c3)

Socrates makes two claims in this summation: first, Protagoras’ measure doctrine

can’t maintain that men are the measure of all things, though perhaps a measure

of some, and second, they will not agree with the way that the Heracliteans would

support the claim that knowledge is perception. Where does this leave us with

respect to Theaetetus’ claim that knowledge is perception?

In chapter two, I argued that Theaetetus’ definition and Protagoras’ doctrine

came together around the claim that perception is of what is and unerring. Socrates

shows in the critical discussion of Protagoras, that Protagoras himself would distin-

guish wisdom from the sort of perception that is unerring. In chapter two, I also

argued that Theaetetus, Protagoras and Heraclitus agreed that nothing in itself is

one thing or sort of thing (because what is perceived is always subject to being per-

ceived in a different way). In other words, Theaetetus, Protagoras, and Heraclitus

all agree with the statement that nothing in itself is one, and that it is in this way

that the theories “coincide”. Socrates shows in the critical discussion of Heraclitus’

doctrine that Heraclitus’ theory of flux, even if it is true, cannot be used to make

most if not all predicative claims. Insofar as Heraclitus’ flux still entails that nothing

in itself is one, it is in the sense that nothing is in any way at all, and not that things

are in more than one way. Theaetetus and Protagoras looked to Heraclitus for sup-

port of this latter more positive claim (that things are in more than one way), the

former claim (that nothing is in any way at all), does them no good. Heraclitus and
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Theaetetus must part ways then because Heraclitus does not believe in a substantive

account of knowledge.
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Chapter 10

The Limits of Perception

10.1 Introduction

At the close of the discussion of Protagoras and Heraclitus, the thesis that

perception is knowledge has been stripped of its two most likely interpretations. The

thesis cannot be understood as the claim that all knowledge consists in expert em-

pirical judgements, nor can it be understood as the claim that knowledge is nothing

more than perception of what becomes. But neither of these interpretations of the

thesis that knowledge is perception is what Theaetetus himself had in mind. His

thesis was the simple and apparently näıve one that through perception men attain

being (not becoming) and truth (not merely authority) (152c).

In the short argument from 184b-186e, Socrates will lead Theaetetus to rec-

ognize that perception is not knowledge because the soul does not apprehend being

or truth through the senses. This argument would not have worked against a Her-

acleitean (knowledge is not of being, but of becoming for the Heracleitean), nor a

Protagorean (knowledge need not be true, only better or more authoritative) but it

will work to dissuade Theaetetus that knowledge is perception.

There are two parts to the argument. In the first part, Socrates argues that

one cannot get at being through perception (184b-186c). In the second part, Socrates
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argues that if one cannot get at being through perception then one cannot get at

truth through perception; and if one cannot get at truth through perception then

perception cannot be knowledge (186d-e). The second argument is very short, and

very straightforward, so it is a discussion of the first part that will occupy most of

our attention.

The first part of the argument might be divided into three stages. In the

first stage, Socrates and Theaetetus agree that within each man there is a soul (or

“whatever one wants to call it”) that perceives white and black through the eyes, and

also other qualities through the other sense organs (184b-d). In the second stage,

Socrates argues that if each sense organ has its own proper sense object, then, if

there is something that you think about two different sense objects, it cannot be by

means of the soul perceiving through any one sense organ but must be by means of

the soul acting through itself (185a-e). In the third stage, Socrates and Theaetetus

reconsider what sorts of things one thinks about all the different sense objects. The

most important of these things is being. They conclude that the soul does not get

at being through the sense organs but instead the soul apprehends being by itself

(185e-186c).

The results of this argument are usually understood in a purely negative

light: Theaetetus’ definition of knowledge is refuted. But in this chapter I will argue

that Socrates’ arguments against Theaetetus’ definition do not simply refute his

definition, but reveal what it was that Theaetetus was awkwardly describing about

the nature of knowledge. Theaetetus is a young man, but not a stupid one; when

he says that knowledge is perception, he says this following a technical conversation
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about mathematical knowledge, knowledge that Theaetetus acknowledges he gained

precisely when Theodorus’ drawing stopped, and his speech got tied up (147c-d). It

was when Theaetetus could no longer see the diagrams and no longer hear Theodorus

speak, that Theaetetus was able to collect the incommensurable lines in his mind and

recognize what they had in common. It is against this background that Theaetetus

declares that knowledge is perception. In the argument to follow, we will focus on

how Socrates refutes the thesis that knowledge is sense perception: but one might

think of Socrates’ argument as the work of a sculptor who works in relief. As Socrates

chips away, a new power of the mind is revealed: a power that Theaetetus could only

describe metaphorically.

10.2 Ensouled Perceivers (184b-d)

In this brief passage, Socrates considers with Theaetetus whether there is

some single perceiving faculty within us, or whether each man is as a hollow horse,

filled with sensations that do not converge upon some one perceiving soul.

Socrates begins by asking Theaetetus whether it is “with” or “through” the

eyes that we see and the ears that we hear (184c). Theaetetus, upon reflection,

decides that men see through their eyes and ears rather than with their eyes and

ears. Socrates heartily agrees, pausing to comment on the awfulness of supposing

otherwise: “For I suppose it would be terrible, child, if there were many senses just

sitting in us, as in a wooden horse, and they were not all drawn together in one form,

either soul or whatever one must call it...” (184d). Theaetetus is thus confronted with

a striking dilemma: does man have a soul, or is he a hollow body like the monstrous
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artifice of war, the Trojan horse.

In order to understand this dilemma, we will need to revisit the distinction

between “with” and “through” that Socrates has Theaetetus consider.1 Socrates

asks whether it is “the eyes with which we see” (Å årÀmen toÜto eÚnai æfjalmoÔc)

or whether it is “the eyes through which we see” (¢ di> oÝ årÀmen) (184c6-7). Plato

has Socrates contrast these two ways of understanding the role of the sense organs

by using the dative (in the first case), and using the preposition “through” (“di�”)

with a genitive in the second case. In Greek, the dative case can serve to do many

things, but there are three primary uses: the dative proper, the instrumental, and

the locative.2 The dative proper is used to denote that to or for which something is

or is done.3 The instrumental dative is used to denote that by which or with which

an action is accomplished.4 While the locative dative is used to denote the place or

time.5 The use of the preposition “di�” together with the genitive case is used in

four cases. It can be used in a locative sense (to express passage through and out

of, or through and not out of), a temporal sense (to express duration), to express

1In what follows I am indebted to Burnyeat (1976a). In addition to giving a very clear pre-
sentation of the distinction that Socrates draws between the “with” and the “through” idiom (in
which I follow him), Burnyeat also argues that Plato is making a new argument for the unity of the
perceiving and thinking soul in contrast to the tripartite soul that Plato describes in other dialogues
(Republic, Phaedrus). Alan Silverman has published an article that argues against this latter point
of Burnyeat’s (Silverman (1990)). He argues that Plato is not arguing for the unity of the irrational
and rational soul (ibid., 149). I believe that Socrates is “dialectically” assuming that the soul is
unified in this passage (against Silverman, but not quite in agreement with Burnyeat’s stronger
position) for this is a necessary condition of the thesis that knowledge is perception. Whether this
means that Plato thought one way or the other, I am undecided.

2Smyth (1984), p. 337, §1450-1550.
3Ibid., §1457.
4ibid., §1503.
5ibid., §1530.
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intermittant action (either in space or time), and finally it can be used to express

the means by which, or the feeling or manner in which something is done.6 At

first glance, Socrates appears to be using the dative case to denote instrumentality;

Socrates is asking whether the eyes and ears are instruments of perception. To invite

a contrast, it then seems he must be using the preposition “di�” together with the

genitive case in the locative sense, to express the idea that one sees through the eyes

and ears. The dative case marks a more substantive role for the sense organs, while

the “through” construction marks them as transparent mediums through which one

perceives.

If we accept this understanding of the contrast, then whether Theaetetus

chooses the former dative case, or the latter “through” plus genitive case, it remains

that there is some one perceiver who is perceiving either with or through the sense

organs. But herein lies the problem; such an interpretation cannot be right because

it does not explain why it is that Socrates would compare the man who perceives

with his senses to a wooden horse. The point of the wooden horse comparison is

this: just as the horse is a mere shell within which resides un-orchestrated sentient

parts, so too man would be if he perceived with and not through his senses. But a

man who uses his sense organs as instruments of perception is nothing like a wooden

horse, on the contrary, he orchestrates his senses as well as integrating them for his

own purposes. Therefore, in anticipation of the fact that Socrates dismisses the idea

that it is the eyes and ears that are perceiving in preference for the idea that it is

soul (yuq ) that perceives, we might look for a use of the dative that denotes agency

6Smyth (1984), §1685.
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or possession of a faculty.7 Here Burnyeat’s way of expressing the idea is very clearly

formulated:

Evidently, the working rule for the ‘with’ idiom is this: to say that a man

fs with x is to say that x is that part of him (in the thinnest possible

sense of ‘part’) which fs when he does, that in him which does his fing

or by fing makes it the case that he fs.8

By dismissing the dative construction, Socrates is dismissing the idea that the sense

organs possess the faculty of sensation in themselves; he is dismissing the idea that

they are the perceiving agents. He does not dismiss the idea that they are instru-

ments.

In fact, Socrates embraces the idea that the organs are used as instruments.

The “through” plus genitive construction, while it can be used to simply express

passage through, might also be used to express the means by which something is

accomplished. Socrates is using the idiom in this latter way. If there were any

doubt, it is erased when Socrates goes on to refer to the eye and the ear as organs

or instruments (ærg�nwn) by means of which the soul perceives (184d). So, while

removing the action of perception from the eyes and ears to the soul, Socrates does

not necessarily make the eyes and ears merely that through which one perceives, he

preserves the idea that they are used by the soul as instruments.

In the first part of the argument, Socrates and Theaetetus agree that it is not

the eyes and ears that possess the faculty of perception, but the soul possesses the

7Smyth (1984), §1480, 1488.
8Burnyeat (1976a), 33.
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faculty of perception and accomplishes its perceiving by means of the eyes and the

ears.

10.3 Independence of the Soul (184e-185e)

Once Theaetetus agrees that it is the soul that perceives and not the eyes

and the ears, Socrates is free to turn to the argument for the next claim: the soul

doesn’t always consider things by means of the eyes, ears and other bodily sense

organs, but sometimes considers things by means of itself (185e). If he establishes

this second claim, then he will have distinguished between two faculties of the soul,

one through the sense organs and one independent of the sense organs. He will then

merely need to show that it is not through perceiving that one comes to know, but

through the independent use of one’s soul that one comes to know.

However, Socrates doesn’t rest content with Theaetetus’ mere agreement that

it is the soul, and not the eyes and ears that perceive. Instead, he tries to explain

why it is that he has been so strident about this matter (185d), and then appears to

offer an argument for the claim that it is the soul that perceives, not the eyes and

the ears (184e ff).

Unfortunately, the argument that we are about to look at, which takes us

from 184e through 185e, appears to confuse these two ends: Socrates at once argues

for the unity of the perceiving soul, and the independence of the soul. It sometimes

seems that Socrates is merely making an argument for the former claim, that each

man has one perceiving soul and is not a mere collection of perceiving parts (185a-b),

but at other times it seems that he is arguing for the second claim, that the soul has
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its own independent activity, in which it considers things, not only through the eyes

and the ears, but somehow by itself (185c-e).

The same claims are used in both arguments, but they are interpreted and

used in different ways. The two (admittedly obscure) claims that Socrates uses are

these: the “proper object doctrine,” which is (roughly) that each sense organ (the eye

or the ear, for example) has its own proper object, and the “existence of commons

thesis,” which is (roughly) that there is a class of things that one can consider in

relation to the proper objects of all the sense organs.

Socrates will argue for the unity of the perceiving soul in this way: (1) Each

sense organ (eye, and ear, for example) has its own proper object (184e-185a), (2)

there are thoughts that attribute the same sorts of common thing to different sorts of

perceived objects, (3) it follows that these thoughts cannot be perceptions through

the sense organs, but must be considered by one soul.

Socrates will argue for the independence of the soul in this way: (1) Each

sense organ (eye, and ear, for example) has its own proper object (184e-185a), (2)

there can be thoughts that are about two different sense qualities (both a color and

sound, for example), (3) these thoughts cannot be perceptions through the sense

organs, but must be considered by one soul through itself (185a-185e).

Before we turn to these two arguments, let us take a closer look at the proper

object doctrine.
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10.3.1 The Proper Object Doctrine

Socrates begins by obtaining Theaetetus’ agreement to the thesis that one

perceives “hot, hard, light, and sweet” by means of a part of the body (184e). He

then asks the following:

Would you also be willing to agree that if you perceive one thing through

one power, it would be impossible to perceive the same through an-

other power, just as it would be impossible to perceive what you per-

ceive through hearing, through sight, or what you perceive through sight,

through hearing? (184e8-185a2)9

Theaetetus agrees. But, as many commentators have noticed, this thesis seems to

be too strong. While it does seem that there are certain features that can only be

perceived by means of a single sense, there are other features that can be perceived

by means of more than one sense. The classic example is shape.10 One can both see

roundness by means of the eyes and feel roundness by means of the hands. Moreover,

9Note that the eyes and ears are called “organs”, “ὄργανα,” while sight and hearing are called
powers, “δυνάμεις”. Plato has Socrates explain a use of δυνάμεις as powers of the soul in the
Republic, 477a-e.

10It seems unlikely that Plato was ignorant of this apparent counterexample (discussions of the
distinction between proper and common sensibles are certainly “in the air”). In fact, Aristotle alerts
us to the contentious nature of Plato’s claim: “Democritus and most of the natural philosophers
who treat of sense-perception proceed quite irrationally, for they represent all objects of sense as
objects of touch” (De Sens., 442a29-30). Even if Democritus was wrong to argue that all things
could be perceived through touch, Plato surely would have noticed that he was at least right about
some things: for example that shape could be perceived not only by the eyes but also through
touch as Aristotle goes on to point out. “For magnitude and figure, roughness and smoothness,
and, moreover, the sharpness and bluntness found in solid bodies, are percepts common to all the
senses, or if not to all, at least to sight and touch”(442b10 ff). For Aristotle’s contrast between
common and proper sensibles see: De An. 418a6 ff., 425b5-10, 428b17-26.
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it is not clear how it is that Socrates means to restrict the things that one perceives.

If things includes men, animals, etc., then the thesis is even more problematic. For

it does seem that one could perceive a dog both by smelling him with the nose, and

by seeing him with the eyes. There are thus a number of problems with the following

strong version of the proper object doctrine:

Proper Object Doctrine (POD): If you perceive something by means of

one sense it is impossible to perceive that same thing by means of another.

Burnyeat argues that Socrates doesn’t need this strong version of the doctrine. He

claims that all that Socrates needs is a doctrine according to which, for each sense

there is a proper object (but not all objects are proper). Burnyeat says:

All the argument actually uses is a weaker principle which Plato, and

possibly we ourselves, could well endorse, namely: through sight one is

aware of colours but not sounds, through hearing sounds but not colours,

and so on. In other words, each sense has its own proper objects, which

are inaccessible to the remaining senses, leaving it open whether a given

sense is confined to these objects. Nothing in the argument turns on

excluding the possibility of seeing Theaetetus, as distinct from, or in

addition to, seeing a certain colour or colours. What matters is that one

does not through sight have access to sounds or the features of sounds,

nor through hearing to colours and the features of colours” (Burnyeat

(1976a), 48).

So, according to Burnyeat, while Socrates overstates the generality of the principle,

all that he needs in the following argument(s) is the following:
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Weak Proper Object Doctrine (WPOD): Each sense has its own proper

objects that are inaccessible to the remaining senses.

In our consideration of the arguments to follow, we can test Burnyeat’s thesis. We

now turn to the introduction of the second principle, that there are common things

that we consider in relation to more than one sense, and the first argument that

Socrates constructs from this principle combined with (the weak or the strong) proper

object doctrine.

10.3.2 Common Thoughts: The first proof

Once Socrates has secured Theaetetus’ agreement to the proper object doc-

trine, he goes on to suggest the following:

So, if there’s something that you think (diano¬) about both of them, then

you would neither perceive (aÊsj�noi’) it by means of one organ or the

other. (185a4-6)

The first question we might ask is this, to what does the “both of them” (“�mfotèrwn”)

refer? This becomes clear in the passage to follow, where Socrates gives an example

of what he has in mind: “First, concerning a sound and a color, surely you would

think the same thing about both of them, that they both are?” (185a8-9). Socrates

seems to be suggesting that if there is something that one can think about both a

sound and a color, then it will follow (from POD) that it couldn’t be by means of

either the ears or the eyes that one perceived and therefore formed this thought. In

a very vague way this has an intuitive appeal: if one recognizes something that a
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sound and a color have in common, then there must be a means for recognizing what

they have in common, and it certainly seems impossible that this recognition could

take place either by seeing both the sound and color, or by hearing both the sound

and color. In general, the idea seems to be that there are some things (features?

objects?) that the things we perceive (qualities? objects?) seem to have in common,

and these common things cannot be perceived. However, Socrates’ claim is not very

precise: are the common things features of each thing we perceive or features of the

two things together? or, are they not features at all, but the things to which the

qualities we perceive belong? The lack of clarity is only exacerbated when Socrates

goes on to give other examples in what follows. In addition to the lack of clarity in

Socrates’ claim, it is also contentious, both because a lot is built into the possibility

that Socrates mentions in the antecedent—that one could think the same sort of

thing about both the sound and the color—-and because it is not clear how POD

is used to derive the consequent. Let’s take a closer look at how we might give a

more precise rendering of Socrates’ claim, and the implicit argument that rests upon

POD.

Socrates secures Theaetetus’ agreement to the possibility of the antecedent;

it is possible to “think something about both a sound and a color,” by getting

Theaetetus to agree to a few specific examples of things that he thinks about both a

sound and a color. Socrates begins by observing that Theaetetus must think about

both that they are (185a9). He then adds the following: each is different from the

other, each is the same as itself, together they are two, each is one, one can consider

whether they are like, and one can consider whether they are unlike (185a9-b5).
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Theaetetus readily agrees that he has these thoughts about both the sound and the

color, but should he? Can we say more about what it is that he is agreeing to?

To begin with, we might observe that Socrates has given two sorts of examples.

There are three features—being, oneness, sameness—that are most naturally ascribed

to the sound and the color individually. When Theaetetus agrees that these are

things one can attribute to both a sound and a color, Theaetetus agrees that it

is possible for him to have two thoughts, one about a sound and the other about

a color, that are similar in that they predicate the same feature of the sound and

color.11 For example, he might agree that he has both the thought that a sound

is one, and the thought that a color is one. He thus concedes that he sometimes

has similar thoughts about sounds and about colors. On the other hand, there are

four features—difference, twoness, likeness and unlikeness—that are most naturally

thought about the sound and the color as a pair. In these cases, one has one thought

about both the sound and the color. For example, one might have the thought

that the sound and the color are different. In these cases, Theaetetus is forced to

concede that he sometimes has a single thought about both the sound and the color.

These examples thus lead Theaetetus to make two concessions: (1) that one can

have two similar thoughts, one about a sound the other about a color, (2) one can

have one thought about both a sound and a color. These two concessions have very

different implications. In particular, they point to two different ways to understand

11Thinking that a sound is and thinking that a color is, is not the same as thinking that the
sound and the color both are. For the latter is the attribution of a different κοινόν, likeness, to
them as a pair. It is the attribution of likeness to the pair in virtue of a κοινόν that they each
individually have, being.
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the relation between thinking and experiencing. In the former case, it would seem

that the thought coincides with the experience: as one experiences a color, one is also

having a thought that the color is. In the latter case, it would seem that thinking

can be of a “higher order” than experience, it can take experiences as objects of

thought. I will label the argument that emerges from the first concession, Argument

I, and the argument that emerges from the second concession, Argument II. Let’s

take a closer look at each.

10.3.2.1 Argument I

The first concession—that Theaetetus might have two similar thoughts, one

about a sound and the other about a color—appears to be at odds with the proper

object doctrine (POD). The inconsistency emerges at the end of the following line

of thought. Let k be one of the common features attributed to color or sound indi-

vidually (k might be being, oneness, or sameness):12

(1) One has a thought about a sound that it is k.

(2) One has a thought about a color that it is k.

(3) A thought about sound is a perception by means of the ears.

12There is a bit of awkwardness in allowing that k might be being. It is a matter of debate what
Socrates means when he says being here. Traditionally it has been understood to be an existential
claim. But since Charles Kahn’s work on the Greek verb “to be”, this sentiment has largely been
reversed. Most commentators now take the claim “to be” in contexts like this to be an incomplete
use of “to be” (cf. McDowell (1973), Bostock (1988), Burnyeat (1976a) and Burnyeat (1976c), and
Burnyeat (1990).). I think the best option is to take “is” to mean “is real”. For example, the
thought that a color is, is the thought that a color is real (cf. Mourelatos (1969), 743). There will
be a lengthier discussion of this matter in the next part of the chapter.
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(4) A thought about color is a perception by means of the eyes.

(5) From (1) and (3), one perceives that the sound is k by means of the

ears.

(6) From (2) and (4), one perceives that the color is k by means of the

eyes.

(7) So, from (5) and (6), one can perceive that something is k by means

of the ears and by means of the eyes.

Socrates indicates that this line of thought will conflict with the proper object doc-

trine. But does the force of this conflict arise because the eye and the ear cannot

both be said to perceive the same feature, k, or does it arise because the eye cannot

see a sound, and therefore cannot see that the sound is k? If it is the former, the

final conflict is between (7) and the stronger version of POD—if you perceive some-

thing by means of one sense it’s impossible to perceive that same thing by means

of another—if it is the latter, the conflict is between (7) and the weaker version of

POD—each sense has its own proper objects that are inaccessible to the remaining

senses. Socrates asks Theaetetus a question after introducing these examples, which

we might hope to give us a small hint: “Through what do you think all these things

about them? For there is no way to take hold of what is common to both of them

by means of either hearing or seeing” (185b7-9). Because Socrates emphasizes that

there is no way to take hold of “what is common to both of them,” the conflict seems

to rest on the fact that neither through seeing, nor through hearing can we perceive a

common feature. But Burnyeat might argue that Socrates’ claim rests upon the fact

that the eye cannot hear a sound, so it cannot see that the sound is k, and similarly,
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the ear cannot see a sight, so it cannot hear that a color is k. And this does, in fact,

seem quite plausible. So the final claim here is of little value in helping us decide

whether Socrates is resting his argument on the claim that we cannot hear a color

or see a sound, or on the less plausible claim that we cannot both hear and see the

same thing. In addition, one might begin to wonder whether the argument rests on

either version of POD. Could it be that Socrates is merely trading on the appeal that

one can neither see nor hear being, sameness, or oneness? In this case, the line of

thought above is rejected, not because (7) is in conflict with either version of POD,

but simply because it is implausible that one could either see or hear the sorts of

things that Socrates is talking about. This, to me, seems as likely as anything. So,

whether (7) is rejected on account of POD, WPOD, or simply because one cannot

hear or see being, etc., one must take a closer look at the line of thought that led to

(7), and see which premise(s) Theaetetus should reject.

As I said above, the claim that we can have the sort of thoughts that Socrates

introduces here is questionable. A Heraclitean, in particular, might reject the possi-

bility of these sorts of thoughts. For Theaetetus, however, the questionable premises

are (3) and (4). Socrates is inviting him to consider whether all his thoughts about

sounds and colors are simply the soul’s perceptions by means of the ears and eyes.

Commentators have not, as far as I am aware, compared this argument with

a series of three arguments that Socrates introduced to Theaetetus at the outset of

the critical discussion of Protagoras and Heraclitus (163a-165e). But the comparison

is quite helpful. Moreover, I believe these three arguments provide a strong basis for

rejecting (3) and (4); in fact, the earlier three arguments provide better reasons for
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rejecting (3) and (4) than the present argument about POD. In particular, the first

argument provides a striking parallel, for in this argument Socrates asks about how

it is that we perceive the meaning of language through sight and through hearing.

I’ve included the passage below:

Socrates: Well, here’s a way for us to consider whether knowledge and

perception are the same or different. After all, that’s surely what our

whole argument has been aimed at, and it was for the sake of that ques-

tion that we got this great number of strange doctrines going. Isn’t that

so?

Theaetetus: Absolutely.

Socrates: Well now, take the things we perceive by seeing or hearing

them; shall we agree that, at the same time, we also know them all? For

instance, before we’ve learnt the language of foreigners, shall we say that

when they speak, we don’t hear; or that we do both hear and know what

they’re saying? And again, if we don’t know letters, shall we insist that

when we look at them, we don’t seem them; or that, since we do see

them, we do know them?

Theaetetus: We’ll say, Socrates, that we know precisely that in them

which we see and hear. We both see and know the shape and colour of

the one lot, and we both hear and, at the same time, know the high or

low pitch of the others. But we don’t perceive by seeing or hearing, and

we don’t know either, what writing instructors and linguists teach about

them.

Socrates: Excellent, Theaetetus. It will be worth while not to dispute
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that answer of yours, so that you can go on developing. (163a-c, transl.

McDowell)

In this passage, Theaetetus explicitly acknowledges a class of thoughts that we have

about sights and sounds. These are the thoughts that we are acquainted with

through, “writing instructors and linguists.” From them we learn that a squiggle

written on paper and seen through the eyes can have the very same meaning as a

sound uttered by a man and heard through the ears. These very different perceptions

can lead to common thoughts—not just the thought that a sound and a color both

are, but a sight and a sound can lead to the same complex thoughts (this paragraph,

for example, could be read or I could speak it, thus leading a reader or a hearer

to think the same thoughts). This coincidence, which emerges through a contem-

plation of our use and acquisition of language, needs a more substantive account of

knowledge than the one that Theaetetus has given.

When we think thoughts by hearing words spoken and think thoughts by

reading words written, we are not thinking a thought that is about a sound and

a sight, either together or individually. Instead, perception runs alongside thought

(that is, at the same time as thought) but is directed at different things. As we

perceive the letters that form the word ‘Socrates’ for example, we think about a

man; as we hear the sound that the word ‘different’ makes when uttered, we think

about a relation of unlikeness or opposition. Plato, I believe, is considering and

alluding to the relation between perception and thought in instances like these, but

finds them too difficult to address directly. Instead, he must settle for another simpler

sort of commonness a sight and a sound might have—one sometimes thinks about
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each that it is. In cases like this, thought does not merely run alongside perception,

thought and perception run alongside one another and are directed towards the same

thing: one hears the highness of a note, and one thinks of the note that it is high;

one sees the brightness of a color, and one thinks of the color that it is bright. In

these cases, perception and thought are of the same things, but through perception

one only sees or hears qualities, while through thought one attributes them.

What we have here is Socrates’ observation that through thought one uses

the revelations of the different senses for a set of common claims. It is a short step

from this observation to the claim that it must be some one thing, soul, or whatever

one wants to call it, that is responsible for these common claims. But it is not at all

clear how one would get from the first claim to the conclusion (which Socrates has

not yet drawn) that the soul considers some things independently of sensation. This

argument falls far short of that: instead this argument seems to support the idea

that the perceiving consciousness (if one will excuse the anachronism) is unified—

there is one soul that makes the same sort of claims about all the different kinds of

deliverances of the senses—not that there is an independent activity of the soul.

In the next section, we will consider a different rendering of the argument that

focuses not on being, sameness and oneness, which are attributed to a single sight

or color, but the second sort of common feature that Socrates mentions: difference,

twoness, likeness and unlikeness. These lead to a different understanding of the

argument that Socrates has just given.
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10.3.2.2 Argument II

Among the common features that Socrates mentions, there are four that are

most naturally thought about pairs (and not about individuals): difference, twoness,

likeness and unlikeness. In these cases, Socrates’ point seems to be that one can

have a single thought about both the sound and color together (in contrast to the

former cases in which the point seemed to be that one could have two thoughts, one

about sound, the other about color, that are similar). In these cases, it is impossible

that such a thought could be either an instance of seeing or hearing: because one

cannot see both a color and a sound through the eyes, nor can one hear both a color

and a sound through the ears. The argument also uses POD, but in a different way.

To begin with let us give a bad argument that is formally similar to Argument I.

Let c be one of the common features that are attributed more naturally to a pair:

difference, twoness, likeness and unlikeness:

(1) One has a thought about a sound and a color that they are c.

(2) A thought about sound is a perception by means of the ears.

(3) A thought about color is a perception by means of the eyes.

(4) From (1) and (2), one perceives by means of the ears that a sound

and a color are c.

(5) From (1) and (3), one perceives by means of the eyes that a sound

and a color are c.

(6) From (4) and (5), one perceives that something is c by means of the

ears and by means of the eyes.
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As before, the final conclusion is at odds with POD (the same discussion about

the ambiguity between POD and WPOD applies here). Once again (2) and (3)

(equivalent to (3) and (4) in Argument I), must be rejected. Theaetetus is thus led

to believe that the soul considers things independently of the eyes and the ears. This

argument, however, is a bad one. (4) does not follow from (1) and (2), nor does (5)

follow from (1) and (3). While (2) says that a thought about sound is the soul’s

perception by means of the ears, it does not say that a thought about both a sound

and a color is the soul’s perception by means of the ears, and it is this latter claim that

is needed for the inference to (4). The faulty principle might also lead one to make

the egregious mistake of inviting an insufferable couple to a dinner party because one

mistakenly thinks that since the wife is lovely, the couple must be lovely too. Or, to

use another example, the faulty principle would be at work if one believed that since

a hammer is quite useful for pounding nails, it is the tool to pick for pounding nails

and tightening bolts. The problem is this: a thought about a sound is not about the

same thing as a thought about a sound and a color together. (1), (2), and (3) leave

us with nothing at all to say about the power through which the soul has a thought

about both a sound and a color. Now the inability to make any inferences from (1),

(2) and (3), rests on WPOD, together with a further principle (which perhaps Plato

conflates with POD). I will call the further principle, the limited power doctrine:

Limited Power Doctrine (LPD): It is impossible for one to have a single

perception through one sense organ that is about the proper objects of

two different senses.
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The point here is not that there is a tension between the proper object doctrine and

the similar thoughts that one has about the proper objects of different senses, the

point here is that there is a tension between the weak proper object doctrine and

the existence of thoughts that are (individually) about the proper objects of different

senses. The difficulty that Argument II points to is this: there appear to be thoughts

that are of a “higher order” than perception, because they are thoughts about sense

objects perceived by means of different sense organs.

If a single thought can be about the proper objects of different sense modal-

ities, then it would seem there is a soul that considers the perceptions themselves

as objects of thought. In this case thought doesn’t overlap with perception, look-

ing out at the world through the eyes but attributing its own features to the world

(being, oneness, sameness). Instead, thought reflects upon the deliverances of the

several senses. If it is Argument II that Plato has in mind, then the current pas-

sage presents nothing short of the first argument in the history of philosophy for the

existence of a faculty of introspection.13

In order to help us decide which of these two arguments Plato had in mind, it

will be helpful to look at the next passage, for in the next passage, Socrates promises

us a further “proof” of the same point. In this further proof, Socrates goes through

an analogous example.

13Cf. Aristotle’s De An. III, 2.
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10.3.3 Common Thoughts: The Second Proof

Socrates begins by asking Theaetetus a question: “For if it were possible to

examine if they are both salty or not, you know that you have something to say about

what you would inspect it with, and it seems that this is neither the eyes nor the ears,

but something different” (185b9-c2). Theaetetus responds that he would investigate

this question through the tongue. Socrates then asks through what power Theaetetus

would investigate whether a color and a sound “are” or “are not”. Theaetetus says:

“it seems to me the soul itself by means of itself considers the things that are common

to everything” (185e). Socrates thus never gives an argument, but merely presents

an example. The final sign or proof (tekm rion) is not a syllogism but an open ended

analogy that Theaetetus completes. Theaetetus, by completing the analogy (tongue

is to salty as the soul is to being), concludes that there are features that one cannot

perceive through the body, and that being is among these.

Can we say whether the salty example illustrates the point of Argument I or

of Argument II? On the one hand, considering whether or not something is salty

appears to be analogous to inquiring whether a color is, is one, or is the same as

itself. The point here seems to be, not that the soul has higher order thoughts that

are about both a sound and a color, but that the soul has thoughts that enrich or

enliven our experiences of sound and color: I see a red color, and I think that it is.

The force of the analogy thus seems to rest on the reasoning of Argument I. But the

ridiculousness of the image that Socrates invites us to imagine (a man going about

licking things to see whether they are or are not), pushes us to a more extreme thesis:

perhaps Socrates is not merely pointing out that it is our soul that perceives and

334



not our sense organs, but that the sense organs do not even play the lesser role of

instruments when it comes to the soul’s consideration of the common terms. The

ridiculousness of the imagery might encourage us to create a wider chasm between

the soul and the sense organs: perhaps the soul considers the common terms by

itself. This leads us to ask whether the example might also illustrate the point of

Argument II.

And, in fact, Socrates does not simply ask how one would go about investigat-

ing whether a sound is salty, he asks how one would go about investigating whether

both the sound and the color are salty or not. The question isn’t simply, is a sound

salty, but whether the sound and the color are like or unlike, whether they have the

same features or different features. Socrates’ question is a complex one that shows us

how we might weave together the concerns of Argument I with the concerns of Argu-

ment II: it is because it is a single soul with which we perceive the common features

of sounds and colors, that the soul is able to go on and consider, independently of

the senses, in a higher order thought, whether a sound and a color are like or unlike,

same or different, one or two. But I’d like to suggest, somewhat tentatively, that this

higher order thought begins as a reflection upon perceptions and is independent of

the sense organs in that the thoughts of the soul are not confined to the affections

of the sense organs, but that this higher order thought continues with the active use

of the sense organs—the soul goes on to investigate the common features with the

sense organs.14 The soul then has three powers, perceiving through the sense organs,

14Annas (1981) suggests that Plato makes progress in this passage. According to her account,
in the Republic Plato does not understand the role that the mind and the senses play together in
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independent reflection, and active investigation through the sense organs. Here I

think we ought to return to the tongue joke and ask whether the idea that the soul

investigates being through the tongue is, afterall, so ridiculous. The tongue has two

different powers: taste and speech. Through taste, the soul perceives, but through

speech the soul considers what is. In a similar way, perhaps Plato is envisioning two

roles for the eyes and the ears. Through the eyes we might perceive colors, but we

might also read. Through the ears we might hear sounds, but we might also hear

speech.

Unfortunately, Socrates does not develop this argument. In fact, one cannot

be entirely sure that Plato distinguished Argument I from II, or would weave them

together in the way that I have suggested. It is clear, however, that Plato would

distinguish the claim that there is a single soul that perceives through the senses,

from the claim that the soul considers some things through itself. This distinction

hints that Plato might have been aware of the line of thought that establishes the

former (Argument I) and the line of thought that establishes the latter (Argument

II). Whether or not he would have divided the koin� into two classes, one class of

which proves the former point (being, sameness, oneness), and the second class of

which proves the latter point (difference, likeness and unlikeness, twoness), is less

certain. In fact, although I think it is helpful to begin with such a distinction, I am

not finally sure that the distinction among the koin� holds up. I worry that Plato

thought it would be impossible, for example, to perceive with the soul through the

forming the judgement that something is tall. But in the Theaetetus, in particular in this passage,
Plato does show that he understands this (pp. 220-221).
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eyes that a color is one, without understanding with the soul and through the soul

that a color and a sound are two. But this brings us to the next part of the argument,

for Socrates now returns to clarify the nature of the koin�.

10.4 The koin� (186a-186c)

Socrates and Theaetetus are now agreed that there is a soul that perceives

through the sense organs and that the soul can also consider things through itself. In

this, the third stage, Socrates and Theaetetus will clarify what those things are that

the soul considers through its own power and how the soul does this. Socrates and

Theaetetus have each already mentioned a few of these things (Socrates needed to in

order to indicate why it is one would want to think that the soul apprehends things

independently of the senses) (185a-b, 185c-d); Socrates now sets to work being more

careful about which things the soul perceives through the senses and which things

the soul perceives through itself. There are two questions that we will try to answer

in this section: (1) what are the koin�? (2) how does the soul apprehend them?

Socrates begins by suggesting again that being belongs among the common

things (186a), for it is, he says, something that “more than anything, goes with

everything”(186a2-3). Socrates will then return to ask about a few more of the

common things that he has mentioned: like and unlike, same and different (186a).

He then adds two pairs that were not mentioned earlier: beautiful and ugly, good

and bad (186a). Theaetetus agrees that all of these are among the common things.

In fact, Theaetetus is so enthusiastic about these last two pairs that he says the

following:
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Theaetetus’ Claim: Of these more than anything it seems to me the

soul considers the being that they have in relation to one another, calcu-

lating in itself things past and things present, in relation to things future.

(186a10-b1)

Socrates responds to this speech by telling Theaetetus to “Hold on!” He then goes

through an example of perceiving hardness and softness, and considering the being

of hardness (186b), finally declaring that:

Socrates’ Claim: But their being, that they are, their oppositeness to

one another, and the being of this oppositeness, the soul tries to judge for

us in itself, by going back and forth and comparing them one to another.

(186b6-9)

Theaetetus agrees with this, and Socrates closes with one more speech before turn-

ing from the first part of his argument, perception is not of what is, to the second

part of the argument, perception cannot be knowledge. In this final speech, Socra-

tes distinguishes experiences from reasonings (�nalogÐsmata, a Platonic neo-logism).

The former results from the soul’s consideration of things through the sense organs,

the latter results from the soul’s consideration of things through itself. Socrates

concludes:

Well then it is natural that some things are perceived by men and by

animals immediately upon being born: these are the experiences that

stretch to the soul through the body. But, concerning the reasonings

about the being and benefit of these things, these are achieved, by those
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who achieve them, with toil and pain and time and through much practice

and education (186b-c)

This brings us to the close of the first and more substantive half of the argument

against Theaetetus’ definition. In the next part of the argument Socrates will go on

to argue that because the soul does not apprehend being through the bodily senses,

the soul does not apprehend being through perception. But if one fails to perceive

being, one fails to get at truth through perception. If one fails to get at truth, then

one will fail to have knowledge. The most crucial part of the present argument is

thus Socrates’ argument that the soul cannot apprehend being through the senses.

Let’s take a closer look at this argument.

In the passages cited above, I labeled one “Theaetetus’ Claim” and another

“Socrates’ Claim”. Generally these two claims are not distinguished but rather

bundled together as Plato’s position. But Socrates is correcting Theaetetus—there is

something a bit wrong with how Theaetetus is understanding the soul’s independence

and its consideration of the common things. In order to properly understand what it

is that Socrates is saying about the soul’s consideration of being it will be important

to distinguish Theaetetus’ Claim from Socrates’ Claim. Before we do so, however, it

will be helpful to introduce three different interpretations of what the koin� are, and

how the soul apprehends them.

339



10.4.1 Three ways of understanding the soul’s independent apprehen-
sion of Being

There are three primary interpretations of Socrates’ description of the na-

ture of the koin� and how the soul apprehends them: a “Platonic” interpretation

(Cornford, Cherniss, McDowell),15 a post-Kahn “Platonic” interpretation (Bostock,

Burnyeat),16, and finally Cooper’s interpretation.17 I have labeled the first two in-

terpretations “Platonic” because proponents of both share this understanding of the

argument: Socrates distinguishes perception from judgement, and argues that only

the latter can get at truth, and therefore knowledge. This understanding of the argu-

ment corresponds to the traditional understanding of the Platonic theory of books V

and VI in the Republic, where Socrates distinguishes the soul’s perceptive and noetic

faculties. However, Cornford’s (et al. ) interpretation differs from Burnyeat’s (et al.

) in one important way: according to the former, only judgement can be knowledge

because only judgements are about the right sort of things (i.e., only judgements are

about Forms), but according to the latter, only judgement can be knowledge because

only judgement has the right propositional structure (i.e., judgements use “to be”

and “not to be” as copulas). Cooper, in contrast to both Platonic interpretations,

does not contrast perception with judgement. Instead, Cooper contrasts perceptual

judgments with reflective judgements: the former judgements are subjective and can

be neither true nor false, while the latter are objective, attain being, and can be true

or false. His interpretation is not a traditional Platonic interpretation for this reason:

15Cornford (1935), 102-109; Cherniss (1957), 244, n. 71; McDowell (1973), 185-193.
16Bostock (1988), 118-145; Burnyeat (1976a), 44-46.
17Cooper (1970).

340



he believes that Plato “gives to empirical knowledge the honorific title of âpist mh.”18

Underlying these different interpretations is a fundamentally different understanding

of the nature of the koin�. According to the Platonic interpretation, the koin� are

forms, according to the post-Kahn Platonic interpretation the koin� represent the

structure of propositional judgement, and according to Cooper’s interpretation the

koin� are necessary elements of objective judgements.

Let’s take a look at each in turn.

10.4.1.1 Platonic Interpretations

About the koin�, Cornford says the following: “the thinking mind uses terms

like ‘exists’, ‘is the same as’, ‘is different from’, which are not objects of perception

reaching the mind through the channel of any special sense, but are ‘common’ to all

the objects of sense” (105). But what does it mean to say that these are common to

all the objects of sense? Cornford is unhelpful, going on to say the following:

These terms are called ‘common’ (koin�) in contrast with the ‘private’

(Òdia) or ‘peculiar’ objects of the several senses. ‘Common’ means no

more than that. (105)

Perhaps the idea is that the senses share or each take part in the koin� while each

having its own private domain as well. These koin� are common to the objects of

sense, but Cornford goes on to say that “the mind gains its acquaintance with the

18Cooper (1970), 144.
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meaning of such terms through its own instrumentality, not by the commerce between

bodily organs and objects.”19 Cornford will then go on to distinguish judgement

from perception, on account of the fact that all judgements or statements must

incorporate the koin�: “the simplest judgement, such as ‘Green exists here’, is beyond

the scope of perception proper, our immediate awareness of green” (108). Cornford

thus believes that the koin� are: (1) common to objects of sense, (2) the mind gains

its acquaintance to them through its own instrumentality, and (3) the distinctive

mark of judgement is that it employs the koin�.20 The first two features (the first

saying no more than the text) are not terribly contentious. The third is contentious.

It is true that one doesn’t perceive the koin� through any one sense, but less clear

that the mind doesn’t employ them in perceiving. Moreover, it is not clear that all

judgements must be said to use the koin�. Cooper, as we will see, will object to (3).

But the “Platonic” reading doesn’t fully distinguish itself until it makes a

further claim. Thus far the koin� have been described as common to objects of sense:

they are features of colors, sounds, tastes, smells, feels, or features of combinations

of these perceptions. But Cornford, Cherniss, and McDowell go on to separate them

from the objects of sense, promoting their ontological status from features of things,

to objects. The koin� are not simply predicated of the deliverances of perception, nor

are they simply necessary for the composition of judgements; the koin� themselves

are objects of judgements. The koin� have a metaphysical status that is reminiscent

of the forms. They are no longer features of perceptible things that the soul through

19Cornford (1935), 105.
20Cherniss and McDowell would agree with all three features of the preceding account (Cherniss

(1957), 244, n. 71, McDowell (1973), 188-190). Burnyeat and Bostock would also agree.
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its own instrumentality considers. Instead, the soul’s function is split into two: on

the one hand, it looks through the sense organs to the perceptible features of the

world, and on the other hand it can through its own instrumentality grasp the world

of forms. Cornford now declares that the koin� are not mere features of the things

we perceive, but are themselves forms:

...but that these ‘common’ terms simply are Forms should be obvious to

anyone who has read the Parmenides.21

Cherniss and Cornford both see this as an allusion to the theory of forms discussed

in the Republic. Cherniss declares that:

The close parallel of Theaetetus 185 A 8-D 4, 186 B with Republic 524

A-E shows that the attitude towards sensation and the so-called “oÎsÐa of

the objects of perception” in the Theaetetus is the same as that “already”

expressed in the Republic (cf. 524 E 1, 525 A 1).22

McDowell agrees that the koin� have a metaphysical status that is reminiscent of the

forms. This sentiment is expressed by McDowell in the following passage:

Plato is, I believe, inclined towards a view of judgement according to

which the soul, in judging, touches on or handles, as it were, the terms

(in a reasonably natural sense) of the judgement it makes. Thus for the

individual to judge, e.g., that two sounds are unlike is for it to touch on

21Cornford (1935), 106.
22Cherniss (1957), 244.
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or handle, as it were, the terms of that judgement, viz. the two sounds,

being, and unlikeness.23

Note that in this passage the soul must “touch” or “handle” the koin� being and

unlikeness in order to become acquainted with them and to employ them in a judge-

ment. But in this passage the koin� merely need to be elements in a judgement.

But McDowell, while less dogmatic about the link between the Theaetetus and the

doctrines of the Republic than either Cornford or Cherniss, goes on to suggest the

same:

The formulations favoured in the present passage make its main conclu-

sion take the form of a distinction between two kinds of thing: the objects

of the senses on the one hand, and things which the soul deals with with-

out the mediation of the senses on the other. It is natural that this should

remind commentators of the distinction embodied in the Theory of Forms

between perceptible objects, on the one hand, and Forms, the object of

an unmediated intuition on the part of the soul, on the other: cf., e.g.,

Phaedo 65a9=66a10, Republic 507b2-11. But, though Plato may have the

Forms in mind here, we are not compelled to suppose that he does.24

In describing the koin� as form-like things, there is a transformation from

thinking of them as features that are common to the deliverances of all the senses,

to natures that accompany none of the deliverances of the senses. Cherniss for

example says that oÎsÐa (the most important of the koin�) is an “object of thought”

23McDowell (1973), 188.
24McDowell (1973), 189.
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and is “never ascribed to the objects of perception,” and Cornford similarly says:

“Therefore all knowledge of truths, as distinct from immediate acquaintance with

sense-data, involves acquaintance with Forms.”25 The other side of the coin is that

these interpreters go from arguing that the koin� are objects of judgement to arguing

that the koin� are the only objects of judgement. McDowell continues this line of

thought to its natural conclusion: once one strips the koin� from the deliverances of

the senses, even the Òdia qualities (peculiar qualities) like red, warm, and hard, are

stripped from the deliverances of the senses, for the application of these qualities

involves acquaintance with the “being of the quality.” Here are McDowell’s remarks:

...the idea here expressed is that the identification of a quality which one

perceives as the quality it is cannot be an exercise of perception, since it

involves a thought dealing with the being of the quality. Though some

non-perceptual objects of thought other than being are mentioned in this

passage, it is the above idea which plays the fundamental part in the final

argument, at 186c7-e12, against equating knowledge and perception.26

In this passage, McDowell indicates that the application of the term “red” to an apple

involves an identification of a quality one sees as the quality it is and this involves

“dealing with the being of the quality.” If even the naming of the deliverances of the

senses requires the soul’s independent application of the koin� then the deliverances

of the senses are very minimal indeed. Even paradigmatic instances of perception

(for example the perception of warm wind) will not count as instances of perception.

25Cherniss (1957), 244, n. 71), Cornford (1935), 106.
26McDowell (1973), 191.
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It is one thing to say that we cannot perceive that the wind is warm, another to

say that we cannot perceive the warm wind. Perhaps McDowell is only making the

former point. But it seems he is awfully close to the latter.

In sum, there are five features of the Cornford, Cherniss, and McDowell’s

“Platonic” interpretation of the koin�. The koin� are: (1) common to objects of

sense perception; (2) the soul gains its acquaintance to them through its own instru-

mentality; (3) the distinctive mark of judgement is that it employs the koin�; (4) the

koin� are objects of judgements similar or identical to forms; (5) the koin� are never

ascribed to the objects of perception.

The problem with this reading is that there is an underlying tension between

(1) and (5): how can the common terms be common to the objects of sense if, in the

final analysis, they can never be ascribed to the objects of perception.

Let’s turn to Burnyeat and Bostock.

10.4.1.2 Post-Kahn Platonic Interpretations

Burnyeat and Bostock are agreed with Cornford, Cherniss, and McDowell on

(1), (2) and (3). Burnyeat expresses these sentiments in the following:

Since no organ or sense can be pointed out as the means of access to

common features like being, identity, similarity or dissimilarity, it is le-

gitimate to conclude that these features, and others like them, are not

apprehended through perception at all (185cd). Such features are not

only common to everything, and so a fortiori to colours and sounds, but
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not themselves perceptible. As a later philosopher might put it, there is

no such thing as an impression of being or of sameness or, to add one

more disagreement with Heraclitean empiricism, of good and bad (186a

with 157d). Hence it must be the soul on its own, acting independently

of the body and its sense organs, which considers these aspects of what

one perceives (185e).27

Bostock, after reviewing a number of different ways of reading this passage, settles on

the same reading.28 But Burnyeat distinguishes himself from Cornford and Cherniss

by disagreeing about how judgements employ the koin�. The most important of the

koin� in this discussion is oÎsÐa. Before turning to Burnyeat’s disagreement with

Cornford about Socrates’ description of the soul’s use of oÎsÐa, it might be helpful

to add a small note about the use of “to be” in Greek.

Uses of “to be” can be distinguished both by their syntactic and their semantic

role. We might begin by observing that “to be” usually plays one of two syntactic

roles. It can serve as a copula, joining two nominal expressions into a single assertion,

as in “the stone is white.” But it can also serve absolutely, when it complements a

single name, as in “God is.”

The semantics of “to be” are more difficult to classify. Some argue that “to

be” has no meaning at all when it serves as a copula, but others argue that it retains

some of the semantics that it has in its absolute use. Some of the senses most

commonly spoken of, whether they are attributed only to the absolute uses or to

27Burnyeat (1976a), 49.
28Bostock (1988),142.
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both the absolute and the copulative uses, are: the veridical, the existential, the

real, and the assertive.29

The prevailing tradition, before 1970 or so, was to argue that, (1) the absolute

use of “to be” is primary while copulative uses are merely derivative from it, (2) the

copulative use has little if any semantic value, and (3) the existential semantics of

the absolute use are primary, and can explain the other semantic senses.30 Charles

Kahn changed this. He argues that (1) in Ancient Greek (at least), the copulative

use, and not the absolute use is primary. He argues that (2) the copula does, in fact,

have semantic value. And (3) he argues that while there is a primary meaning of “to

be”, from which the other meanings can be derived, it is not the existential, but the

veridical sense.31

The Theaetetus is a rich resource for testing all three of Kahn’s theses. (1)

and (2) might be tested against the repeated invocation of “nothing in itself is one”

and “nothing is but everything becomes” in the development of the theory of percep-

tion from 153d-157c. Although I will not argue for it here, I believe that this earlier

passage certainly doesn’t disprove Kahn’s thesis, however the syntactic division be-

tween the copulative and the absolute use seems to be much murkier throughout

this passage than Kahn’s sharp distinction would allow. Moreover, I would argue

29The latter two deserve explanation. “To be” sometimes seems to have the sense of emphasizing
the real as opposed to apparent nature of something, as in the Pythagorean claim that “all is
number” (cf. Mourelatos (1969), 743); I’ve endorsed this understanding earlier in the paper. “To
be” also has been said to carry assertive force. For example, one might argue that the difference
between saying “the cool wind” and “the wind is cool” is a difference in assertive force (cf. Kahn
(1986), 5).

30Kahn (2003) (pagination from 2003 reprint with new material), viii-ix.
31Kahn (1986), 3.
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that the lack of a sharp distinction between the absolute and the copulative use in

Greek, makes (1) and (2) less interesting that they would otherwise be, for if there is

no distinction then it is obvious that the absolute use is not primary, and that both

“uses” will carry semantic force.32 But in the present passage, it is Kahn’s third

thesis, that the primary meaning of “to be” is veridical, that is most relevant. For it

is here that Socrates seems to be explicitly arguing for a relation between being and

truth.

Kahn has also written, more specifically, on Plato’s use of “to be”. With

respect to Plato’s use of “to be”, Kahn has made the following remarks:

The Platonic-Eleatic conception of Being is defined by the convergence

of two antitheses: 1) the opposition of Being and Seeming (eÚnai and

faÐnesjai) which exploits the veridical value of eÚnai, and 2) the opposition

of Being and Becoming which exploits the static value of the verb (in

contrast to gÐgnesjai as “mutative” copula), the value which serves to

express the idea of eternal constancy and uniformity.33

Both of these contrasts will be relevant to keep in mind when we turn to consider

what it is that Socrates is arguing for when he says that the soul considers for itself

the being of hardness and softness, that they are, their opposition, and the being of

this opposition.

We can now return to the disagreement between Cornford and Burnyeat.

32Lesley Brown has made this argument before (Brown (1994), 224-228). Kahn himself acknowl-
edges this (Kahn (2003), in the 2003 reprint, ix-xii).

33Kahn (1981), (111).
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Cornford translates “oÎsÐa” as “existence” and uses it in an absolute sense

when he describes how it is employed in judgements. Burnyeat, by contrast, says

the following:

And in this context Plato makes the important claim (repeated later at

186 b in connection with hardness and softness) that a colour and a sound

each has being in its own right. Each of them is (185 a), which in the light

of recent work on Plato’s concept of being I take to mean at least that

there are values of F such that the colour or the sound is F. Certainly, it

is not the ‘is’ of existence, since its negation ‘is not’ is later singled out

as something that is also true of both the colour and the sound, indeed

of everything (185c). This is a stumbling-block to interpretations—there

are quite a number—which take Plato to be distinguishing here between

perceiving a colour and judging that it exists or is the real colour of

something; or again, between perceiving a colour and thought about what

it (essentially) is.34

Instead, Burnyeat thinks that perception is distinct from judgement not because the

soul is acquainted with existence, but because:

We thus have it on Plato’s own authority that the crucial limitation on

perception is that it does not, considered on its own, contain a power

of judgement. The inability of perception to grasp being stems from an

inability to frame even the simplest proposition of the form ‘x is F’. That

knowledge presupposes a true judgement involving predication, and with

34Burnyeat (1976a), (44).
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it an explicit or implicit use of the verb ‘to be’, is obvious enough not to

need separate defence...35

Burnyeat uses oÎsÐa, which is one of the koinìn, as a copula rather than absolutely.

This makes it much less natural to make the further move of treating the koin� as

separate objects of thought. The koin� are the assertoric glue that combines the

elements of perception into a proposition that can be true or false; they are not

forms.

Nonetheless, Burnyeat and Bostock agree with Cornford, Cherniss, and Mc-

Dowell that perception and judgement are separate faculties of the soul. In this

sense, all are agreed that Plato continues to maintain the distinctness of perception

from thought that he put forth in the Republic. Burnyeat says:

Moreover, when Plato begins the second part of the dialogue, it is clear

to him that his earlier contrast between perception and the mind’s inde-

pendent activity with respect to common features like being is in fact a

distinction between perception as such, on the one hand, and judgement,

whether true or false, on the other. This is firmly stated at 187 ab.36

In fact, Burnyeat seems to think that Plato thinks even less of perception than he

did in the Republic:

In his final proof that perception is not knowledge Plato is interested

in the perfectly general point that a true judgement involving the verb

35Burnyeat (1976a), 45.
36Burnyeat (1976a), 45.
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‘to be’ is a necessary condition for knowledge (186c), but if we focus, as

Plato does earlier, on judgements specifically about sensible qualities, the

thesis amounts to this, that the identification and description of what we

perceive cannot be accounted for by the exercise of our sense faculties,

whether singly or together. Sense alone gives us no idea, not even, as in

the Republic, a false or confused idea, of what it is we are seeing or hear-

ing; for that judgement is required. This, I submit, is quite reasonably

paraphrased as a claim that to perceive something is not, as such, to be

aware or conscious of it as being anything in particular.37

This last statement will provide a marked contrast with Cooper’s understanding of

the passage. Let’s turn to that now.

10.4.1.3 Cooper

Cooper agrees with Burnyeat and Bostock on this point—the goal of Plato’s

argument is not distinguishing the perceptible world from the world of the forms

but instead the argument “turns on a distinction between sensation and judgment

which has the consequence that the thinking we do about the deliverances of the

senses, and not the mere use of the senses is the source of our knowledge.”38 In other

words, we come to have knowledge not simply by turning our gaze to the forms, but

by thinking about what we perceive in the right way. What Cooper and Burnyeat

disagree about is the line between perception and the soul’s independent activity.

37Burnyeat (1976a), 50.
38Cooper (1970), 123.
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Cooper describes the distinction as that between perception and reflection.

Burnyeat describes the distinction as that between perception and judgement. The

difference is not merely a matter of terminology. For Cooper, perception includes

judgements about what we perceive, while for Burnyeat perception does not. Cooper

would argue that we can form the perceptual judgement that the wind feels cold to

me (contrast this with the reflective judgement: the wind is cold). In such cases the

soul perceives through the sense organs how things seem. Cooper is trading on the

contrast between being and seeming. Cooper would continue that this judgement,

however, is not an objective judgement for it cannot be true or false. Because this

sort of judgement cannot be true or false it cannot be knowledge. Cooper says:

The suggestion is that Plato bases his rejection of perception’s claim to be

knowledge on the ground that knowledge implies expertise and the appeal

to objectively valid principles and standards; while perception does not

go beyond subjective reports of the contents of sensory experience and

therefore makes no judgements to which such standards and principles

are relevant.39

Burnyeat, on the other hand, would argue that this judgement—that the wind feels

cold to me—cannot be made simply through perception but involves the use of the

soul’s independent instrumentality because the judgement employs a koinìn in that

there is a covert use of the copula “to be” in this claim. It can be rewritten: “the

wind is cold for me”. Because “to be” is employed, this statement bears the mark of

39Cooper (1970), 142. Cf. Crombie (1963), 13-14, 26.
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the soul’s independent consideration. Cooper then agrees with (1), and (2) above—

(1) the koin� are common to objects of sense perception, and (2) the soul gains its

acquaintance to them through its own instrumentality—but he disagrees with (3):

Cooper does not believe that the distinctive mark of judgement is that it employs

the koin�. Some judgements (perceptual judgements) do not employ the koin� others

do.

What rides on the disagreements between Cornford, Burnyeat, and Cooper?

Socrates will go on to argue that because perception does not grasp being it cannot

be true and therefore cannot be knowledge. For Cornford this means that because

perception is never of forms, perception cannot be knowledge. For Burnyeat this

means that because perception never has a propositional form, perception cannot be

knowledge. For Cooper this means that because perception is always a subjective

report, perception cannot be knowledge. How does each understand the importance

of the koin�? For Cornford judgements, and not perceptions, are of the koin�. For

Burnyeat judgements, and not perceptions, employ the koin�. For Cooper, reflec-

tion leads to the attribution of the koin� to perceptual qualities and to perceptual

judgements.

Cornford’s interpretation must be rejected. In his final analysis the koin� are

not features that a sound and a color have in common (185b). In fact, according to

Cornford, the koin� are precisely what the perceptible qualities cannot be or have.

But for Socrates the koin� are defined by the fact that all the perceptible qualities

have them in common. Burnyeat’s interpretation is also troubling. According to his

reading the koin� are necessary for the transformation from perception to judgement.
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But Socrates’ point is that the koin� are features of perceptibles and not shorthand

for the logical form that a judgement must have. Cooper’s reading seems to fit

Socrates’ description of the koin� best. The koin� can be attributed to all the per-

ceptible qualities, they can be said to be features of these perceptible qualities and

are not merely shorthand for the logical form of judgements, and their attribution

explains the distinction between an unknowable claim and a knowable claim. How-

ever, Bostock (who sides with Burnyeat) has questioned whether, in fact, the text

supports the contrast between subjective and objective judgements. Bostock points

out that Socrates does not contrast how things appear with how things are, as we

might expect.40 Moreover how things appear would, in fact, be a common quality

had by all perceptible qualities, thus vitiating the attribution of a koinìn as a way of

distinguishing unknowable and knowable claims.

In the next section, I will introduce my own reading. Primarily, I will be

following Cooper. However, in describing the difference between the subjective and

objective judgements I will not argue for a contrast between what appears and what

is, but instead will argue that the distinction is between what becomes and what is.

Bostock is right that there is no evidence for the distinction between seeming and

being, but there is evidence for the distinction between being and becoming in the

passage. The evidence is in the way that Socrates corrects Theaetetus’ understanding

of what it means to say that something is.

40Bostock (1988), 136.
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10.4.2 Being and Truth

At 186a, just after Socrates and Theaetetus agree that the soul considers some

things through itself, Socrates revisits his list of koin�, asking Theaetetus whether

each is something that the soul considers through itself. The list includes: (1) being,

(2) like and unlike, same and different, and (3) beautiful and ugly, good and bad.

After each step, Theaetetus concurs, these are things that the soul itself tries to

get hold of by means of itself (186a). After Socrates asks about (3), Theaetetus

responds again in the affirmative, but this time he adds a little something else (also

cited above):

Theaetetus’ Claim: Of these, more than anything it seems to me the

soul considers the being that they have in relation to one another, calcu-

lating in itself things past and things present, in relation to things future.

(186a10-b1)

Socrates, as we mentioned above, declares that Theaetetus must, “Hold on.” He

then goes through a further example with Theaetetus (as if Theaetetus has NOT

understood), and then says the following:

Socrates’ Claim: But their being, that they are, their oppositeness to

one another, and the being of this oppositeness, the soul tries to judge

for us, in itself going back and forth and comparing them one to another,

the soul tries to judge for us. (186b6-9)

The question for us is this: what mistake is Theaetetus making?
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One contrast between Theaetetus’ claim and Socrates’ claim that is immedi-

ately obvious is this: Theaetetus talks about a comparison or a calculation of past,

present and future, while Socrates on the other hand talks about being. Theaetetus

seems to be describing a way of collecting empirical judgements in order to predict

what will be, but Socrates is simply saying that the soul considers for itself what

is.41

The competing models for attaining being and thus attaining truth and knowl-

edge is one I discussed in Chapter 8. Theaetetus is talking about Protagorean wis-

dom: the ability to predict what will be. Socrates is talking about knowledge: the

ability to know what is. Protagorean wisdom does not attain truth: judgements

about the future are neither true nor false, but they are more or less authorita-

tive. Judgements about what is, however, can be true or false. Socrates is correcting

Theaetetus, because Theaetetus has confused the sort of judgements that Protagoras

makes, judgements that may or may not be confirmed in the future, with judgements

that are either true or false. Socrates’ point is that to consider what something is,

one need not make a prediction about the future.

41Cf. Protagoras 356c-362a. In that dialogue, Socrates paints a picture of virtue and then knowl-
edge that is very much like what Theaetetus has just said: it is a matter of correctly measuring
past, present, and future goods. But after giving this portrait, Socrates says, at the close of the
dialogue, “we have gotten this topsy-turny and terribly confused. I am most eager to clear it all up”
(Prot. 361c-d). It is topsy-turvy because Socrates, while maintaining that virtue is unteachable
has shown it to be knowledge, and Protagoras, while maintaining that virtue is teachable denies
that it has anything to do with knowledge. I suggest that in the Theaetetus Plato tries to complete
the argument for which Protagoras would not have had the patience. He has had Socrates show
how Protagorean wisdom is teachable but also shows how it falls short of knowledge because it is
contingent upon the future and so falls short of true or false judgement.
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Cooper argues that the sorts of judgements that Protagoras makes can be

true or false. Or, more generally, he argues that the judgements that Theaetetus

describes are candidates for knowledge because they are objective, not subjective.

In this respect, Cooper and I disagree. Cooper says:

On this interpretation the failure of perception to grasp the oÎsÐa of its

objects would be taken to mean that in perception one notices only the

color (etc.) a thing appears to have and says nothing about what its real

color is. As I remarked above, oÎsÐa is an undifferentiated concept of

being; but it seems naturally interpreted in this passage (at e. g. 185a9)

as expressing existence. To judge that a color exists one must engage in

the kind of calculation of past and present perceptions with a view to the

future which Theaetetus mentions in connection with judgments of value;

and just as Plato insists that judgements of value imply the existence of

objective standards which experts constantly use to guide their thought,

so one must be guided by objective standards in saying how things in the

world are. This is the work not of perception but of reflective judgment.42

But Socrates corrects Theaetetus; he does not agree with him. Judgements about

the future do not ascribe being to what we perceive. They are mere guesses about

what will be that are neither true nor false.

This observation about the contrast between Theaetetus’ claim and Socrates’

claim leads me to make very different conclusions from Cooper. I do not think that

the sort of judgement that Theaetetus is describing is an application of one of the

42Cooper (1970), 143.
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koin�. Theaetetus describes the prediction of what will be: this is fortune-telling,

not the ascription of being. But Cooper argues that because these judgements will

turn out to be true or false, they should qualify as knowledge. In fact, Cooper thinks

that Plato is arguing for empirical knowledge:

On this reading, Plato arrives, by way of his assimilation of knowledge to

expertise, at a position which gives to empirical knowledge the honorific

title of âpist mh; and the emphasis which he places in this connection on

objectivity has the very interesting consequence that Plato’s conception

of empirical knowledge has a definite Kantian flavor.43

But I disagree. Protagorean wisdom was never shown to attain the level of true or

false judgements, it was only shown to be more or less likely to be confirmed. Cooper

goes on to say that:

In making predictions, then, there is room for mistakes; not everyone

can claim to have knowledge of how things will turn out (or even how

things will seem to himself to have turned out). It is the expert physician

who knows whether I will come down with a fever tomorrow (178 c); the

expert musician, and not just any layman, knows whether a lyre will be

put in tune by loosening its strings (178 d); and in general when one

man can claim to know better than others how things will turn out, this

claim must be based on his possession of an expertise which makes him

wiser and more skilled than others in his particular subject area (179

a 10 - b 5). His prediction is not then a mere guess, as the layman’s

43Cooper (1970), 144.
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would have to be; it is founded on objectively valid principles of science

or art and constitutes knowledge precisely because it is supported by such

principles.44

Much of what Cooper says here I would agree with. In particular, I would agree

that there is room for mistakes about the future, and claims about the future can

be based upon expertise. However I would disagree with Cooper on these points: no

one has knowledge of contingent affairs (how things “will turn out”), the physician

and musician described earlier are not knowledgeable, though they are experts. One

might allow that their predictions are educated guesses, while still maintaining that

they fall short of knowledge. This is, I believe, precisely what Plato does.

For Plato, a necessary condition for knowledge is that knowledge is not con-

tingent upon how things become: a true judgement is a judgement about what is.45

What does it mean to say that the judgement is about what is. Here we might recall

the observation that Kahn makes about the use of “to be” in Plato.46 In the current

passage, Plato is arguing that the static value of the verb “to be”, in contrast to the

44Cooper (1970), 142.
45I think Plato’s distinction between judgements that can be knowledge and judgements that

cannot might be compared to the distinction between conceptual and non-conceptual content of
mental representations. There is a striking parallel for example between Tyler Burge’s account
of the nature of non-conceptual perceptual representations and conceptual propositional content.
Burge says that, “I think that it is the fact that attributive abilities are never exercised separately
from singular applications in perception that helps mark the non-conceptual, non-propositional
status of perception” (Burge (2010), p. 539). But we might ask what a singular application is.
Burge might have in mind the idea that in perception we attribute a kind (like roundness) to that
which is in front of us. But if one invites even a modicum of Heracliteanism into one’s understanding
of the world, then “singular applications” become problematic—what is it that one is attributing
kindness to? what is it that one is looking at?

46Cf. page 349 (Kahn (1981), 111).
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mutative value of the verb “come to be”, is the only ground for saying that a judge-

ment is true or false. Judgements that are about what comes to be, can be more or

less likely to be confirmed but not strictly either true or false; they are contingent.

The opposition of being and seeming is in part explained because seeming is always

the seeming of an individual at a time, so seeming, like becoming is contingent.

In the digression (172c-177c) and in the short remarks following the digres-

sion (177c-178a) (both discussed in the previous chapter), Socrates distinguishes

judgements regarding what is just, right and beneficial, from judgements regarding

what seems just because it would seem beneficial in the future. Here too we see

the convergence of the antitheses of being and seeming, with being and becoming.

The judgements regarding what is beneficial and just are non-contingent; what is

beneficial and just is tied to the unchanging and the eternal: God. The judgements

regarding what seems beneficial and just, on the other hand, are contingent; what

seems beneficial and just is tied to the whims of jurors in court and whether a law will

seem beneficial to the city in the future. For Athens, it might have seemed beneficial

to extend the war to Sicily, but it certainly didn’t seem beneficial ten years later.

If, however, they had had in mind not what seemed beneficial, but what is truly

beneficial, the just, they would have known that an unprovoked attack on a city is

not beneficial, not in any contingent sense, but is simply not beneficial because it is

neither just nor right. Whether they judge truly or falsely concerning whether it is

just to attack Sicily, is not a contingent matter. Moral and pragmatic judgements

can only attain truth if they are tied, not to future considerations, but to what en-

dures. If moral and pragmatic judgements only aim at what is in the future but is
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not in the present, then they aim at what will seem in the future and not what is. If

this is the case, then these judgements fall short of true and false judgements; they

are only more or less likely to be confirmed.

It is the sort of being and benefit that endure that Socrates has in mind when

he goes on to remark that:

Well then it is natural that some things are perceived by men and by ani-

mals immediately upon being born: these are the experiences that stretch

to the soul through the body. But, concerning the reasonings about be-

ing and about benefit, these are achieved, by those who achieve them,

with toil and pain and time and through much practice and education

(186b-c)

We have established that Socrates is marking a distinction between judge-

ments that predict the future (and thus fall short of having truth value), and judge-

ments that concern what is (and thus have truth value). In comparing this passage

with the digression and the remarks following the digression, we might classify the

sort of judgements that are distinctive of Protagoras’ expertise among the former

class: he makes judgements that fall short of having truth value. But we might ask

whether all judgements about perception, like Protagoras’ judgements, fall into the

class of contingent judgements that do not have truth value. Let’s return to the

example that Socrates uses to help Theaetetus correct his mistake:

Hold it. Isn’t it the case that one perceives the hardness of something

hard through touch, and the softness of the soft likewise?. . . But the being,
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that they are, their oppositeness to one another, and the being of this

oppositeness the soul itself considers and compares them to one another

testing them in order to form a judgement for us (186b-c).

In this example one can imagine perceiving the hardness of a cheese by touch, but

also the softness of the cheese in the same way. If, through the senses, one perceives

both of these then what is the soul to do? The soul must in itself consider the

hardness and the softness of the cheese, and whether the cheese is hard or soft, the

oppositeness of the soft and the hard in the cheese, and the being of this oppositeness.

As it does this the soul tries to decide, for us, what is. In this particular case, it

seems possible that the soul could come to any of the following conclusions: that the

cheese feels hard, that the cheese feels soft, that the cheese is softer (or harder) than

this or that cheese, that the cheese is soft (or hard) for a cheese. As it considers the

softness and the hardness of the cheese, one’s soul goes “back and forth” weighing

one perception against another, and making a calculation about when and in what

circumstances the cheese will feel hard or soft. Whether the cheese is perceived as

hard or soft is a contingent matter (and whether or not one will judge, in a particular

instance that it is hard or soft is also a contingent matter); it depends upon what

the cheese is compared to and it depends upon the age of the cheese. Judgements

that correspond to whether the cheese seems hard or soft, like the judgements about

what will seem just to the jurors, are not true or false because these judgements are

not about what is. But one might also make a judgement about what it is to be

hard, what it is to be soft, whether the hard and the soft are opposite, and what it

is to be opposite. These matters are not contingent; about these one might have a

363



true or a false judgement.

Perceptual judgements do not fail to attain being simply because they are

subjective and not objective (as Cooper maintained). Perceptual judgements fail to

attain being because they are both subjective and contingent in that they are about

what becomes and not what is. The sort of judgements that attain being are those

judgements that are about what is: and here we must emphasize both that what is

contrasts with what seems (that is, what is subjective) and with what becomes (that

is, what is contingent).

We are now ready to turn to the final stage of the argument, in which Socrates

argues that because perception does not attain being it cannot attain truth and

therefore cannot be knowledge.

10.5 Perception is not Knowledge (186c-e)

Once Socrates has shown that perception does not attain being, he argues

that because it doesn’t attain being it can’t attain truth, and therefore cannot be

knowledge. Socrates’ argument is quite quick. First, he has Theaetetus agree that

if someone doesn’t attain being, he can’t attain truth (186c). Second, Theaetetus

agrees that if someone doesn’t attain truth, he can’t have knowledge (186d). Socrates

continues, “Knowledge, then, is not in the experiences but in the reasoning about

these things: For it is possible to grasp being and truth there, so it seems, and

impossible in another world” (186d).

The final stage of the argument serves as a test of one’s reading of the first
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part of the argument. Does one’s understanding of what it means for the soul to

apprehend the koin� explain why it is that the soul cannot get at truth simply by

perceiving? Each of the accounts that we have looked at gives a different explanation

for why it is that the soul does not get at truth through perception. Proponents of

the pre-Kahn Platonic interpretation argue that the soul does not perceive forms,

and therefore perceptions fail to be true. Proponents of the post-Kahn Platonic

interpretation argue that perception does not have the right propositional form, and

therefore perceptions fail to be true. Cooper argues that perceptions are of what

seems, and therefore are merely subjective and fail to be true. I have argued that

perceptions are of what becomes, and this means both that they are subjective (as

Cooper maintains) but also that they fail to be of what is (that is, remain). In failing

to be about what is, they fail to be true.

10.6 Conclusion

Socrates and Theaetetus finally reject Theaetetus’ first definition, knowledge

is perception. But the rejection of Theaetetus’ definition has established some com-

mon ground. Both men believe in the existence of a soul. Both men believe that it

is the soul that perceives through the senses; that is, they both believe in a unified

perceiving consciousness. Both men believe that the soul sometimes thinks things

that are not perceived through any sense; that is, both men believe in the soul’s

independence from the senses. Finally both men believe that it is the soul’s peculiar

power over the common things that allows the soul to get at what is.

With so much ready agreement between the two men, one might wonder why
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it is that the consideration of Theaetetus’ definition has taken so long. Couldn’t So-

crates have given this argument against Theaetetus’ definition directly after Theae-

tetus first suggested that knowledge is perception? Many commentators acknowledge

that the argument against Theaetetus’ definition does not, strictly speaking, require

any of the discussion from 152a to 184b. The consideration of Protagoras’ doctrine

and Heraclitus’ definition merely prolongs the life of a terminally ill definition for

a few more pages. Commentators are variously bothered by Plato’s unwillingness

to euthanize the definition. Many commentators have excused his sentimentality by

suggesting that he prolonged the discussion in order to critically consider Protagorean

relativism and Heraclitean flux. In fact, it has been suggested that Theaetetus’ defi-

nition is merely a ruse for the introduction of Protagorean relativism and Heraclitean

flux. While this latter sentiment is rarely explicitly endorsed one wonders whether it

is not a common unspoken sentiment. What lies underneath this line of thought is

the assumption that Plato introduces Protagoras and Heraclitus merely as necessary

or sufficient conditions for Theaetetus’ definition, rather than as proponents of the

thesis that knowledge is perception.

But we have shown that the discussion of Protagoras and Heraclitus was a

necessary part of the discussion of the thesis that perception is knowledge, for it

is by introducing and developing their theories that Socrates shows that two more

plausible interpretations of the thesis that knowledge is perception are considered

and rejected.

Our argument began in Chapter Two through Four, where we reconsidered

Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ roles. We argued that Socrates does not entertain Pro-
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tagoras and Heraclitus merely as sufficient or necessary conditions for the thesis that

knowledge is sense perception, but instead they are introduced because they agree

with Theaetetus and with each other about certain theses that are intimately re-

lated to the thesis that knowledge is perception. Theaetetus and Protagoras both

agree (or at least are committed) to the thesis that perception is of what is and

unerring (PIU). Theaetetus, Protagoras and Heraclitus all find themselves agreeing

(or at least committed) to the thesis that nothing in itself is one (NIO). PIU is a

necessary condition for the thesis that knowledge is perception, and when the thesis

is accompanied by an imprecision about the distinction between perceiving and be-

lieving (as it certainly is when Protagoras is introduced) there is reason to believe

that Protagoras at least thought that perception was a sort of knowledge (if not the

whole of knowledge). NIO, on the other hand, entails that knowledge should (and

should not) have a certain character. Knowledge cannot consist in judgements that

this is of such and such a sort, or this is one kind of thing; knowledge must consist

in an apprehension that nothing is one. What better candidate for knowledge than

perception? For through perception we are acquainted with a world in which nothing

is one or one sort. Protagoras is thus committed to the thesis that perception is like

knowledge, and Heraclitus seems committed to the thesis that knowledge (if there is

knowledge) is like perception.

But it is not until Socrates critically examines Protagoras’ doctrine and Her-

aclitus’ theory that Protagoras’ and Heraclitus’ distinct interpretations of the thesis

that knowledge is perception become fully articulated. In Chapter 5, we see that

Socrates’ consideration of Protagoras does not begin and end with the self-refutation
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of Protagoras’ doctrine. Instead, Socrates develops an interpretation of Protagoras’

doctrine in the shadow of Protagoras’ own claim to wisdom. Because of the ten-

sion between Protagoras’ own claim to wisdom and Protagoras’ measure doctrine,

Protagoras is forced to distinguish between the nature of his own wisdom and the

way that each man is a measure of what is. While Protagoras gives lip service to

the legitimacy of each man’s every judgement, Protagoras is forced to concede that

men’s judgements are only of what is in the moment, and that men are not equally

able to judge of what will be. Protagoras’ concession reveals that he believes men’s

judgements are never of that which is (that which is still), but that men’s judgements

are only ever of moving being, while his own judgements, while also of moving being,

are superior because he is able to predict what will be. Protagoras’ own claim to

wisdom is thus based upon perceptions that he has in common with other men, but

he is superior to other men in his ability to predict what will be perceived. Protag-

oras’ wisdom is what we might call empirical knowledge. Socrates and Theodorus

reject Protagoras’ wisdom as a model for knowledge, however, because it is not of

what is: it fails to be of those objective matters. Theaetetus and Heraclitus con-

tinue to believe that wisdom and knowledge are to be found in men’s perceptions

and perceptual judgements, so they continue to uphold Protagoras’ doctrine even

whilst Protagoras concedes the limits of men’s ability to measure. At the end of

Chapter 5, we studied the final rejection of Heraclitus. I argued that Heraclitus’

theory isn’t refuted, but that the immediate present perceptions of moving being are

not knowledge as Socrates, Theodorus and Theaetetus understand it. Heraclitus in

the end is a skeptic about knowledge: he believes that there is nothing that is one
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thing, and therefore nothing to know. If there is anything approaching knowledge,

it is merely perceptions of moving beings: perception which cannot be pinned down

through the use of language and in judgements, but perception which is nonetheless

of what becomes and is unerring.

Theaetetus, in contrast to both Protagoras and Heraclitus, believes that there

is knowledge of what is (not simply what seems or what becomes) and is true (not

merely probable or unerring). When Theaetetus suggests that perception is knowl-

edge, it is because he believes that perception has the power to be of what is and true.

While the rejection of Theaetetus’ understanding of the definition would establish

that sense-perception is not knowledge of the strong sort (the soul’s apprehension

of what is and the true judgements that emerge from this apprehension of what is),

Socrates would have failed to convey his understanding of two of the most plausi-

ble interpretations of the thesis. As it is, Socrates’ consideration of the thesis that

knowledge is perception includes his articulation of the role for empirical expertise

and his reasons for rejecting skepticism. It is only once these reasons for believing

that knowledge is perception are considered that Socrates returns to show Theaetetus

that perception cannot be of what is and true.

10.6.1 Prospective

Without much ado, Socrates and Theaetetus will abandon Theaetetus’ first

definition of knowledge. The second half of the dialogue begins with a simple ques-

tion: what are we to call that activity of the soul when it is busying itself by itself

about the things that are (187a)? Theaetetus, answering without hesitation, says
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that it is judgement (dox�zein). Socrates agrees. And so begins their consideration of

whether true judgement is knowledge, and when that fails, whether true judgement

together with a logos is knowledge. The dialogue concludes when these final two

definitions, like Theaetetus’ first definition, are rejected.

How will the reading that we have given of the first half of the dialogue affect

our understanding of the second half of the dialogue? There are in fact a number of

passages in the second half of the dialogue that will depend upon one’s understanding

of the first half of the dialogue. Although this is obviously not the place to give a

full answer to this question, I would like to draw attention to how the arguments

against the second and third definition depend upon the first half of the dialogue.

To begin with, the discussion of the second definition, knowledge is true belief,

consists almost in its entirety in a discussion of the nature of false belief.47 In

introducing his question about false belief, Socrates says that they will be returning

to a discussion that they passed over previously, and he excuses the digression by

saying that it is better to treat a little well than a lot poorly (187d-e). Plato thus

indicates that the discussion of false belief should be understood as a continuation

of the first half of the dialogue. Because of the continuity with the first half of

the dialogue, ancient commentators have often grouped the discussion of the first

and second definition together.48 There are two ways that the discussion of false

belief continues the discussion of the first half of the dialogue. First, it continues

47The second definition of knowledge is introduced at 187a, and rejected at 201c, but Socrates
and Theaetetus consider the nature of false belief from 187d-200d.

48Sedley (1996), Sedley (2004).
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the examination of Protagoras’ doctrine. Second, Socrates’ discussion of false belief

develops ,and is perhaps hindered by Socrates’ and Theaetetus’ understanding of the

distinction between perception and belief.

With regard to the first, our interpretation of the critical discussion of Pro-

tagoras’ doctrine explains why it is that Socrates would feel it was important to

understand the nature of false beliefs. I argued that the exquisite argument against

Protagoras would only succeed if there was a single man who was willing to acknowl-

edge that his own beliefs are often false. If Protagoras’ doctrine is to be shown to

be self-refuting then it depends upon an opponent who believes he has false beliefs.

Socrates, in the second half of the dialogue, is exploring for himself whether he can

be such an opponent.

With regard to the second, Socrates’ development of the nature of false belief

and final failure to understand false belief depends upon his own and Theaetetus’

understanding of the distinction between perception and judgement. I believe a full

understanding of the discussion of false belief depends upon and in turn illuminates

the final passage that we have looked at in this dissertation, the refutation of The-

aetetus’ definition from 184b-186e.

Finally, the discussion of the third definition of knowledge, knowledge is true

judgement accompanied by a lìgoc, begins with Socrates’ description of a “dream.”

In the dream Socrates explains that the primary elements from which all things

are composed, cannot be given an account and therefore are not knowable. They

are, however, perceptible. Socrates then goes on to suggest that when the primary

perceptible elements are woven together they can be expressed in an account and
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can be the objects of true judgement and knowable (202b). In the dream, Socrates

gives us a different way of understanding the distinction between perception and

judgement and a new reason for saying that the common things (this time, there is

a different list of common things) do not accompany perceptible elements.
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