













Unitarianism vs. Revisionism in Plato’s Theaetetus

















DONALD WARREN
7301948
APRIL 8TH, 2015
PHI 2181
HUMAN KNOWLEDGE
WINTER 2015
DR. FEIST
	

Plato’s dialogue, Theaetetus, stands as a controversial piece of literature even millenniums after its conception. It is still a matter of debate in contemporary times whether or not the goal of the dialogue was to be unanimous or critical of Plato’s theories surrounding knowledge. There are two sides which suggest that the Theaetetus was written in favour or against of Plato’s theory of forms, these sides are known as Unitarianism and Revisionism. Unitarianism in Plato’s Theaetetus suggests that Plato did not abandon, but rather supports, his influential theory of forms. Unitarians also alternatively suggest, Plato uses the Theaetetus to make an example of how powerful his theory of forms was. Apparently done so by, failing to define knowledge due to the lack of acknowledging that forms existed. Revisionism took an opposing stance against the Unitarians and claimed that Plato had begun to criticize his theory of forms. Revisionists believe that Plato had actually tried abandoning the theory of forms in the Theaetetus. Unitarianism and Revisionism will be discussed at length their central theories and retorts as to whether Plato is critical or constant of his theory of forms in the Theaetetus. Chronology of paralleled ideas between other Platonic works, stylometry, and the intended goal of the Theaetetus will be scrutinized on behalf of both methods of interpretation. Furthermore, an argument for Unitarianism will be made as the superior using examples, ideas and excerpts from the primary source, the Theaetetus. 
 	To understand whether or not the Theaetetus mentions the theory of forms, one must understand the theory. Plato’s theory of forms was developed in his middle period work The Republic, which is illustrated using allegories of the cave, line, and sun. For Plato the theory of forms suggests that there is a world outside of the immediate surroundings in which we perceive with our senses. He believed this world to hold everything in its most true and virtuous form. Plato goes on to state that in this world the forms of which are ever changing are actually in their most stable state and are thus the highest form of reality. To illustrate, there are many things that are beautiful, and beauty is subjected to change, but beauty itself is its own eternal concept. Thus, things in the immediate changing world are just related in beautiful-ness, but are not the absolute true essence of beautiful (Piyong 207). Plato gives the allegory of the cave. In summary, a man who only sees the shadows of the objects behind him will believe those shadows to be what is immediately true. If this man were to escape, turn around and see that the light source behind him had in fact been casting the shadow figures, to which he took as their true forms, he would have a whole new conception of what is truth or what is to be perceived as truth. It is this reaching out into a world outside of the superficial and finding the true source of these immediate things we perceive sensibly (Plato, Grube and Reeve. 514a–520a). To understandably reach the conclusion that all true knowledge of the changing forms and ideas is only achievable in transcendence.
	Unitarians believed Plato’s Theaetetus to have been in direct support of his own theory of forms which was elaborated in the Republic during the midlife of Plato’s writing. Unitarians suggest that Plato’s works never deny one another, but are always in support of each other. Unitarians do so in the Theaetetus by attributing that all the definitions of knowledge suggested by the title character; knowledge as perception; knowledge as true judgement, and knowledge as true judgement by account, are all offered up as methods of demonstrating the strength of the forms. The first definition of knowledge being perception is where the arguments of the Unitarian begin, the concept was brought forth by Cornford in 1935. In the Theaetetus it is proposed, by Theaetetus, that knowledge is based upon our perceptions and that all truth is relative to a person’s senses (Plato, Grube and Reeve. 152b). For example, if two people jump into a pool of water one claims to feel hot, the other cold, if knowledge is perception then the man who feels hot water is no more wrong or correct than the man who feels cold. It is further illustrated by Protagoras claim that “man is the measure of all things” that truth is relative to our perceptions through our senses (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 152a). Plato goes on to debunk this theory by introduction of Heraclitus’s flux theory which states that everything is in motion (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 152e). The flux theory states that everything is constantly in motion, either through space, or in form. For example, if a blue ball is rolling across a floor it is moving through space, and the colour of the ball is constantly flowing as well. If the ball stops moving, the ball is still flowing, or coming to be. If knowledge is perception then seeing is knowing, if we are seeing it as blue than it is still coming to be knowledge, that it is in fact blue, which means it is still in flux. In flux qualities do not exist, qualities only exist in our senses. To have sight then is to have knowledge, and seeing is knowing, so Plato poses a counter argument. This counter proposition is that if seeing is truly knowing, than not seeing must be not knowing. To explain, if a person were to cover their eye and look at an object it is by Theatetus’ first definition that only one eye is knowing that object while the other eye is not knowing (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato). It cannot be that one is knowing and not knowing simultaneously. This is taken one step further when Socrates asks Theaetetus if he were to look at a person, say Theodorus, and seeing Theodorus is knowing of him, if Theatetus were to close his eyes, by the first definition he would have no knowledge of Theodorus. Additionally, if perceptions are truly always in flux, then we never have knowledge of what they are, nothing we ever perceive is thus, but is rather “not thus”. Plato then asserts that man cannot be the measure of all things if his senses are always changing or in flux. The Unitarian Cornford asserts after this discussion that “man is the measure of all things” because only our objects of perception are in flux, so we still measure what we perceive, it’s just not knowledge. Cornford suggests that unless some being is not a separate from flux we cannot find knowledge, because insofar that everything is in flux, then it is equally wrong as it is right at any given time. Cornford with this claim is strongly hinting that Plato is demonstrating, by not using the forms, the weakness of such an argument (Cornford 99).  Cornford believes Plato is trying to make us trip over and discover his idea of forms, he wants “to see how far we can get towards an explanation…without invoking the Forms” (Cornford 111). 
The second definition, knowledge as true judgement, which would suggest a meaning to false judgement. Socrates explains that false judgement needs to be identified in order to find true judgement. In Burnyeat’s rendition, Socrates sets out five ways that false judgement could be conceived, mistaking one thing for another (188 a-c), thinking of what is nothing (188c–189b); judging a thing in terms of another (189b–191a); false judgement by incorrect association of memories to immediate perceptions, wax tablet (191a–196c); and “the interchange of pieces of knowledge”, the aviary (199c). The Unitarian takes each of these accounts into consideration and supposes that in the interchange case, or the aviary case, a “’piece of knowledge’ can be nothing more than a belief” (Cornford 135). Furthermore, Unitarians suggest the text cannot go any further in explaining that the “interchange of pieces of knowledge” are beliefs because it is not possible “without invoking the true objects of knowledge," or forms (Cornford 140). This, for Cornford, explains why the search for false belief was cut off so quickly, and inconclusively (Cornford 140). Cornford’s suggestion makes it seem so that Plato had developed his theories of false belief and error to the point at which if he were to go any further he would only find the answer, of which would be the theory of forms (Robinson 8). 
On the final definition in the Theatetus, that knowledge is true judgement with an account, Unitarians must deduce the theory of the forms by the failure of this notion. Plato does show this thesis to fail just as well as the others when he shows that an account cannot possibly bring forth knowledge. Plato starts to search for whether or not an account can be related to knowledge when he evokes the ideas of simples and complexes as forming an account. Plato assumes that the world is made of complexes and simples. He believes that these complexes have accounts while simples have none. The example he uses to illustrate are by letters and syllables (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato). Syllables are just a combination of simples which coincidentally become something of its togetherness. For example, it seems as ‘D’ and ‘O’ by themselves have no real account, as they seem indivisible into any simpler form. However, together ‘D’ and ‘O’ form the syllable, do, which seems to be an account, that being it is the combination of the letters ‘D’ and O’. But, if basic letters are unidentifiable simples and the syllables are just combinations of simples they would prove to be equally as unknowledgeable. This is so because the sum is only as good as its parts, the parts in this case, are simple and have no definition, or knowledge in and of themselves, so the combination shouldn’t produce any more an account of knowledge (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 205b). What was previously explained is very similar to adding two zeros together, you are adding two things that are empty, if letters are empty of knowledge just as the number zero is empty of value, then neither produce any different sum. This cannot be so, as it is evident that in fact ‘D’ and ‘O’ do makes something larger. So it must seem logically that letters, as well as simples, have some sort of account in and of themselves. So, the challenge now is to define what an account is, since now it is known that even the simplest things must have an account. An account is at first taken to be the “making one’s thought apparent vocally by means of words and verbal expressions” (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 206c). This, for Plato, was too easy it made it so that anyone who has an opinion has an account and therefore knowledge, with the exception of the deaf and dumb (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 207a). Next, the account is said to be a sum of all its simples. Plato again denies this to be accurate of knowledge as it is silly to only give us the parts of the whole, rather than the whole. Describing a chair as made of four wooden legs, and a flat horizontal platform is not going to give us a true and distinct depiction of a chair. This is similar to a person giving another person all the components to build a chair, but the recipient instead builds a table. Lastly, the account is recognized as being able to distinguish one thing from another by pointing out what makes it different from every other thing (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 208c). This is the last thesis which is refuted by Plato, it is refuted by itself as it proves to be circular. To establish that one thing is different from every other it presupposes that we have knowledge of it being different. Thus, if knowledge is true judgment with an account, in this sense it is saying that knowledge is true judgment with knowledge. This is best shown by Plato’s illustration that picking the sun as the brightest space bound body that orbits the earth, is what sets it apart from the rest (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 208d). It is certain to assume then that we have actually presupposed some form of knowing. 
Unitarianism in regards to definition three, knowledge as true judgement with an account, suggests that the Theaetetus is posing a limitation. That limitation being the only things we will ever know will be things that never change, and that knowledge must entail some acknowledgment the idea of these fixed things (Cornford 154). Unitarians further suggest that this limitation is in fact the main tendency of the Theaetetus, which seeks to find if knowledge can be pulled out of the metaphysical world through perceptions, or true judgement, without using any supplemental aid from the theory of forms (Cornford 154). Unitarians inch forward more by suggesting that the three meanings of an account revolve around the theme that Plato attempted to extract from “the world of concrete natural things” without ever admitting that anything is ever concrete (Cornford 154). This meaning that, Plato excluded his own thought and rather built up alternative theories which focused more on objects of thought, simple terms for which they are not singular straightforward terms out of this world, but are higher concepts (Cornford 154). 
Revisionism takes quite a different approach in its interpretation of the Theaetetus. Revisionists suggest that Plato’s work is actually not uniform in idea, but is rather critical, retracting and submissive of itself. Revisionism focuses on Plato’s absence of the use of forms, Revisionists say that “the theory of Forms is not conspicuous in the Theaetetus,” (Robinson 3).
Revisionists begin reading the Theaetetus ever so carefully, they leave no premise un-analyzed. The Revisionists take an attempt to seek that Plato might have begun to critique his former work in his writing of knowledge as perception. In the Revisionism interpretation Plato analyzes Heraclitus and Protagoras’ relativist claims to be entirely not true, where in the Unitarian reading they believed that to an extent that man being the measure of all things was true (Robinson 17). Revisionists also believe that the mid-wife discussion, the relativistic cold win argument and the flux theory are all related and in support of the definition of knowledge is perception. However, the main goal of the revisionist is to show that Plato had no use for his theory of forms in the Theaetetus, and can possibly suggest that there is knowledge in the senible world. In the Theaetetus it is told that our soul considers things by the use of instruments, and those instruments being the soul (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 185e). This is absolutely against everything the theory of forms was founded upon, such as that the body impedes the soul’s ability to reason through its constant distraction from the appetitive and spirited partitions of the soul (Plato, Grube and Reeve. 513b). It is by this that in the Theaetetus one can see that not all “Plato’s thinking is… governed by the premises of the Theory of Forms,” (Ryle 315). Additionally, if Plato intended for this dialogue to really show that knowledge is really outside of our immediate senses, he made a rather poor effort of it (Robinson 16). More concerns in favour of revisionism lies in the style of the writing.  Revisionism salutes much to the Parmenides as it explicitly is self-critical of the theory of forms (Robinson 16). The style in which Plato writes the Theatetus and the Sophist is another strength of the Revisionist. Through all of the later dialogues it is common that Plato complains “life on earth is too imperfect for the realisation of a philosopher’s dreams”, (Lutoslawski 397). On the contrary, throughout Plato’s middle dialogues the Philosopher is quite optimistic of realizing a philosopher’s dream as evident by his belief that given that philosophers are rulers in a perfect state they can fully achieve the ability to practice uninterrupted reason (Plato, Grube and Reeve. 473cd).
It is of my ability to reason that Theaetetus seems to be of a Unitarian text. If Theaetetus’s main scope is indeed that it is for the reader to discover for himself the forms, then it seems to me that it supports the uniformity of Plato’s works. My first argument in support of Unitarianism is the notion of Socrates being a midwife (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 148e-151d). If Socrates is an extension of Plato’s own method of thinking, then Plato himself must at some length believe himself one who can bare men the pains and labours of philosophy. I form an analogy then with the subject matter of the text in relation Cornford’s assumptions of invoking, but never explicitly stating any notion of the forms. Moving on, it is daring to say that like Theaetetus, the readers are entering the pains and arduous labours of giving birth to an idea. Unfortunately, unlike Theatetus, Socrates guides him through and judges whether or not he passes an idea, or a wind egg. In the reader’s case Plato can only carry them so far in their labour, he leads them on to the brink of stating that some type of existence must be absolutely stable, but leaves us labour. This is most true if you consider the scope of the book as asking whether or not ideas can be formed outside the transcendent world of forms. 
Examples of Plato guiding the reader through the pains of labour are intensive. Plato by the first definition explains that all things are by Heracles and Protagoras in flux and always changing in truth in perception. Plato as stated before refutes these claims by denouncing that to see is to know, so thus to have sight is to have perception, and when one loses sight they lose knowledge entirely. It is then by this that Plato also denies perception as knowledge because if a person has one eye closed he knows and does not know simultaneously. Furthermore, if everything is in a constant state of change, than everything is “not thus”, because to assume something is thus is to assume it is not changing (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 183a). This knowing of nothing pushes the reader to take an extra step or to extrapolate that there must be some sort of thing that is not subjected to any change ever for which can anchor our definition of knowledge to. This anchoring to something that does not ever change would be similar to the transcendent form of absolute truth in the theory of forms.
	Knowledge as true judgement also brings the reader to a bitter failure of achieving an apex or answer by means of not mentioning the forms. In suggesting that knowledge is a true judgement, the false judgements are plainly laid out as 5 separate problems. The primary two problems of concern are the wax tablet and aviary problems. The wax tablet assumes that both memory and recollection are possible, but leave at the same time the possibility of the memories to warp and fade over time. This further leaves open the possibility to mismatch perceptions to memories. Consequently, it allows for mismatch in the soul, stating that, perception and memory not being compatible is fine, it when unperceived concepts such as numbers, likeness, and unlikeness become, that there begs for a better rationale for false belief (Cornford 106). This model of the tablet asserts that recollection is not abandoned, but the more immediate empiricist doctrine is disbanded by Plato, as we can assume that Plato is staying constant with Forms, and is not entirely convinced of perceptions having much value to the soul.
	Knowing by true judgement with an account is strong in Unitarian principles. All of Theatetus’s attempts at accounts are proven to be invalid one after the other. That an account is the “making one’s thought apparent vocally, “or an account is the sum of its part, or an account is “being able to tell some mark by which the object you are asked about differs from all other things,” (Burnyeat, Levett and Plato 208c). All of these attempts to define knowledge is true judgement with an account are all revolved around that nothing is “concrete” (Cornford 154). In making one’s thought apparent vocally would assume that everyone’s thought is knowledge, it makes knowledge a relative term again just as it was in knowledge is perception, if this is so, then universal flux should be reinstated. An account that the sum is of its parts is, again, not concrete. We cannot say that an account it the sum of its parts because its parts do not represent it in its entirety, this is especially so when making words, If I give the letters or simples, ‘D’ ‘O’ and ‘G’ we can infer that this will create two totally different accounts, one being dog and the other being god. The two accounts are radically different in their intended meaning, meaning that the parts of a sum are again in motion, they can be moved around from account to account. Thus, we must suspect there is a form outside of this world that perfectly shows both god-ness and dog-ness. Plato, again sees us through our labour when he uses Socrates to speak of an account is what makes a particular thing different from every other thing. The premise alone sounds similar to the theory of forms, they are both establishing the means of knowing by effectively categorizing itself separate of everything else. The only difference being that an account would only seek for one thing that made it entirely different, while a form will be entirely different and share no aspects whatsoever. Plato teases us with the theory of forms, he almost inverses his theory of forms. Simply said instead, forms are separate of all as one thing, and in this an account is separate of all for one thing.
It is with these provoking thoughts that Plato has himself induced intellectual labour of the mind in hopes of helping the reader bare a healthy and sound idea. Plato does not for himself birth any ideas, but rather is adamant on the development of others. This invoking others to conceive ideas could have been a direct method of practice at Plato’s academy. The Theaetus could almost be a textbook of sorts, providing the methods of a philosophy without the physical presence of a teacher. Unitarians and Revisionists may never settle their dispute unless a revolutionary contemporary concept, or alteration occurs in the interpretation of the Theaetetus. Until then the feud wages on between the Unitarians who believe Plato never turned his back on the theory of forms in the Theaetetus while the Revisionists believe he did. To learn about the history of philosophy, you must practice philosophy.
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