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To arrive at the end of Plato’s great dialogue on knowledge, The Theaetetus, and find that there is no satisfactory definition of knowledge, that there is no resolution of the question, is a grand disappointment. Just as one wants to know “whodunit” reading an Agatha Christie novel, one is on tenterhooks to know, at the end of Theaetetus, what knowledge is. The question is begged, however, is the purpose of the work to tell the reader what knowledge is (or what it is not, as is suggested in the end), or is the purpose of the work to give readers a toolkit to guide the reader in his own discovery. The dialogue is riddled with imagery, ranging from the subtle to the overt, relating to interactivity, communicativity, and the ephemeral nature of the subject. Given the compact and relatively concise nature of the dialogue it is unlikely that these are accidental, but rather that they were intentionally placed within the text to direct astute readers toward a truer definition of knowledge than those dismissed by the dialogue. 

In analyzing these instances within the text, the purpose is not to argue for a likely definition of knowledge, but rather to assert the theory that within the subtext of Theaetetus is a roadmap for those who wish to seek knowledge on their own. To this end it would be intuitive to work through the dialogue in a linear fashion, however this is not necessarily the best means of structuring the argument. Instead working through the most overt references and moving to the most obscure seems likely to provide the most comprehensible structure. 

The Theaetetus makes the scholar’s life truly difficult in one respect above all others. It is difficult to know with any degree of certainty what Plato intends for the reader to accept as a true supposition in any of his arguments. Each supposition made by Socrates is made with some degree of removal. It is either posited as someone else’s theory, something overheard, or something dreamt, making it difficult to pin down what Plato intends to be accepted as truth. This alone is worth some discussion in the context of the present analysis, however, for the moment, it will be assumed that any supposition put forward that is not directly refuted, especially those logically relevant to the refutation of the four definitions of knowledge, is valid.

Complex, Context, and Relational Structures 


The clearest articulation of a theory of knowledge that is integrative and communicative is articulated near the end of the work, at the beginning of the fourth definition of knowledge. At 201e and 202a Socrates states that it is impossible to give any account of or have knowledge of “the primary elements of which everything else is composed.”
 For example, it is impossible to say that “it is” and still be dealing with primary elements as the very coupling of thing and being, noun and verb, involve two elements, thus making a complex. These complexes, Socrates says at 202e, are knowable. Implicit in this theory is the idea that in order for something to be “knowledge” it must be cognizable in context. To use terminology familiar to the modern reader, “data” is not “knowledge”. Mere information reduced to its most discreet instances, to a point of irreducibility, possesses no value as “knowledge”. As a singularity, alone in the vastness of space, lacking any referential point is nowhere because there is nowhere for it to be with relation to, so a lone bit of data is merely a symbol for anything or nothing.  


Asked to give accounts of letters, discreet elements of the aforementioned type, Theaetetus is unable to do so without constructing definitions which involve more elements than those which he is trying to define. While these discreet elements can be named, they cannot be defined without the construction of such a complex. First they are described in the complex terms of what they are, then they are defined in opposition to other letters. There is always a complex and a context, always a framework within which pieces of information are known, and only in this framework do they have any meaning. This is the clearest articulation in the text that knowledge of things is not elemental but predicated context and interactivity.  

To be able to name the constituent parts of a thing is proven an unsatisfactory definition of a thing for two reasons. First, the constituent parts, the discreet elements, eventually are indefinable, thus this method of definition will eventually leave one with an unsatisfactory definition. Second, as one breaks a complex into smaller complexes and discreet elements, one eradicates layers of meaning with each disconnection. 

At 204d Socrates makes a subtle point in support of this interpretation. He asserts that “The number of an acre is the same as an acre...Similarly with a mile…” and “The number of an army is the same as the army….” Simply put, the wholes of these particular things are not the sum of their parts, they are the sums of their parts arranged in a particular order. The ability of an acre to yield quantities of agricultural produce has to do with the arrangement of the acre. If 4840 square yards were planted with grain, but scattered randomly across the Peloponnesus, they would hardly serve as the field of an Athenian farmer. Walking a mile is dramatically different from walking its constituent number of feet in varying directions and at varying times, and the great power of the Spartan phalanx did not come from numbers, but from organization, discipline and coherence. These things are all significantly greater than the sums of their parts. In the ensuing passages, however, Theaetetus agrees that these things are the sum of their parts, as he agrees that all things with parts are the sum of their parts. 

The dialogue moves onward, leaving this rather counterintuitive assumption intact until a point of aporia is reached. Disregarding the following descent into aporia, and thus the main line of reasoning, is necessary to fully explore the ideas presented here. The example of an army, presented last among the three, seems best suited to this purpose, though any of the three should do. In all of the following questions posed to Theaetetus regarding whether the totality of something is greater than its parts Socrates carefully asks if the “number of each anything” is different than its parts. This numerical caveat is placed in the several questions that follow, thus explicitly disallowing any consideration of factors that occur as a result of the interaction of the elements. By moving this artificial barrier one finds that the question is completely different, allowing a much more intuitive and reasonable answer. Certainly Plato must have realized that this question limits the potential answers to but one, and that answer, while it leads to the refutation of a definition of knowledge, avoids entirely the expansive discussion of what exactly occurs between the elements which makes these complexes greater than the sums of their parts. An ellipse within a quotation, this abridgment forces the astute reader to wonder what would have been said.

The Relevance of Armies and Opening Lines 

The ancient Greeks would have been well acquainted with the fact that an army is greater than the sum of its parts. Just a generation or so following the publication of this dialogue Alexander the Great would utilize tactical and strategic strength to conquer the known (and some of the unknown) world. The legendary battle of Thermopylae, again popular, would have been fresh in the minds of Greeks, along with the more decisive battle of Salamis in which Athenian naval ingenuity and organization defeated a larger Persian force. For Theaetetus to allow a loaded question to defer the discussion of interdependency, connectivity, and communication is a clear mistake. This, however, is not the first time in the dialogue in which Theaetetus encounters the concept of an army. The reader must think back to the first lines of the prologue in which Eucleides and Terpsion are discussing the army from which a wounded and dying Theaetetus has just been discharged. Perhaps there is a subtle message here. Theaetetus, as a result of his military service was alive, but badly wounded. Did Plato mean this to be a subtle message that Theaetetus encounter with the army within the dialogue was a fatal point in the line of reasoning? It is certainly plausible. There are further hints in the imagery for the prologue in this general direction. The problem in the army of Athens during the prologue is dysentery, an illness which would have been seen as causing disorder and confusion in the ranks, not merely a killer in itself, but something that weakened the lines making the army as a whole able to be defeated.

This is all certainly in keeping with the constantly repeated themes of communication, movement, interaction, and transience within the prologue. Indeed the very first line of the dialogue (142a) involves movement (Specifically it asks if Terpsion is just in from the country.) and asks a question, important because a question is unique among sentence structures in its implication of being paired with something, namely an answer. A question, unlike a statement or command, begs engagement, demands interactivity. The ensuing lines discuss Terpsion’s movement between numerous places and the knowledge gained through his travels and through his communications. There is perhaps one last clue concealed within this first question. According to Levett’s introduction immediately preceding, Eucleides is known to have adhered to the belief that all virtue is at its core knowledge. If he, then, represents the strongest proponent of the supremacy of knowledge is it not telling that it is he who begins the dialogue with a question, he who demands engagement and communication?

Returning to the discussion of sums and parts, at 204e-205a Socrates asks a series of questions to support the idea that the sum and whole are equal, one of which seems flawed. He asks, “And won’t this very same thing – that from which nothing anywhere is lacking – be a whole?” This is intended to illustrate that the sum and whole are both equal to their parts, but while a collection of parts, say the parts of a chair (seat, back, legs and screws) are the inventory of all of the parts of a chair; they are not a chair unless assembled properly. Such a massive logical fallacy can hardly have been unintentional, but rather must exist to serve as a stumbling block for readers to point out yet again that a thing only exists when its discreet components are arranged properly. Socrates illustrates this again at 205b when he asks if a syllable is the same as its letters or not, stating that if it is not merely the sum of its letters that it cannot contain the letters as parts of itself. Is this another false dichotomy? Surely a syllable is, in fact, a series of letters arranged in a particular order. It seems strange that the same philosopher who discussed the arrangement of musical notes and was so fond of harmonia in Republic
 completely fails to mention arrangement in all the pages which follow on this discussion. The silence on the subject speaks more loudly than any explicit discussion of the concept. The dialogue presents four failed theories of knowledge and in none of them is this concept discussed, yet throughout the dialogue the reader is confronted with instances in which this common component of Platonic philosophy would resolve numerous questions. It is to this gap in logic that the reader’s attention is drawn.

The Imagery of Connection
Theaetetus is riddled with the images and metaphors of connection and transience. From the very beginning, the reader is bombarded with them. At 143d, immediately following the prologue, geometry is invoked, and a Theodorus, a geometer is described as “sought after”. Geometry predicated on spatial relationships, on the interconnection of points and the mathematical way in which structures are formed. There seems a hint here that what the dialogue seeks is a sort of geometry of knowledge. The very participants in the dialogue, an intelligent boy, a philosopher, and a geometer imply this. What could Theaetetus hope to synthesize from these two teachers if not this? 

At 154a, during the discussion of knowledge as sense perception, a brief digression about the perception of colors invokes a definition of sight as something which occurs in the space between perceiver and perceived. Even though the idea that knowledge is sense perception is refuted, perhaps it is a significant point that in the first serious attempt at defining knowledge the equivalent of knowledge, perception, is defined as being predicated on interaction, as being the product of a sort of communicativity.


At 163b Socrates uses the discussion of language as a means of refuting the equality of perception and knowledge. While it is excellently suited to this purpose, perhaps this example serves the dual purpose of bringing into the dialogue the idea of communication as something irrevocably connected with knowledge. Using this image the reader is presented with ideas about interpretation, communication, and the context of language. The idea of foreign languages conveniently expresses the need for a framework for individual participants, individual pieces of data, to interconnect.


At 186d Socrates articulates a principal objection to the theory that knowledge is perception, “Then knowledge is not to be found in the experiences but in the process of reasoning about them.” Reasoning in all of Plato’s Socratic dialogues is dialectical, requiring the involvement of more than one relevant party. While an individual can reason within himself, it stands to reason that Plato views reasoning as a matter of engaging multiple ideas in a communicative fashion. The dialogue structure implies this as well as anything. Certainly Plato would have been able to merely write out his thoughts in standard prose fashion, making his points via deictic method. The elenctic method, however, allows multiple ideas to engage with each other more readily. To refute something one must communicate. Clearly Plato prefers this method of seeking truth, otherwise he would have chosen a different prose style. In this way all of Plato’s dialogues support the idea of knowledge as supervening on connections and communication, or rather they support Plato’s belief that knowledge and learning hold communication and interactivity as key components. 
 When at 191c the reader is presented with the analogy of the wax block yet another type of interaction is invoked, the interaction of the soul with the external world. Though the wax block does not go so far as to discuss interactivity between different pieces of information, it does symbolize the two great repositories of information relevant to an individual, the self (soul, memory, and mind) and the external world. The discussion does not quite reach the pure stage of interactivity of mind and the external. This solipsistic concept, later articulated by Descartes, effectively deals in the realm of pure information as everything becomes “informationalized.” The mind is data set and processor, and everything else is external data to be examined and processed into new knowledge by means of reasoning.

 Despite not taking the discussion into the purely informational realm, the analogy of the wax block does take the discussion to a point at which the self is engaging with the external in a fashion that is truly interactive. The theory that sense perception is knowledge, already dismissed, finds its best parts grafted onto a stronger argument. More specifically, the concept of perceptual inputs as relevant to knowledge is combined with the idea that the self contains within it information and reasoning ability. The engagement of all three factors is what produces judgment, and (for the time being) true judgment is the candidate theory for defining knowledge. Again, knowledge supervenes on connections and interactions. Though hardly conclusive, especially given that this particular theory of knowledge is refuted, this is yet one more instance in which the theme of communication and interactivity survives from the first line of the dialogue.

It survives the refutation of the wax block analogy when it appears with some metaphorical force between 197b and 200d when the simile of the aviary is presented. Knowledge here is presented for the first time as pieces of information (birds) which move about within the mind of the self and in the external world from which they can be collected. These pieces of information cluster in organized fashion, flocking like birds, in patterns and like groups. For the first time knowledge is presented rather directly in structure. At 197d the birds are described as “some in flocks separate from the others, some in small groups, and others flying about singly here and there among all the rest.” Not only is knowledge presented here as forming structures, but also it is more specifically described as having a communicative component, these individual birds which traverse different groups, intertwining them.

In this analogy knowledge is presented as having structure internally, an engagement between the self and the external, and connectivity between the both the internal and the internal as well as the internal and the external. Further Theaetetus, at 199e, posits the theory that there are pieces of ignorance that can be collected as well as pieces of knowledge. Interestingly the imagery of structures and groups does no reappear to discuss these cuckoos interaction with other birds. 

Of course, just as with war, this is not the first time that bird imagery has been used, and looking back at that previous imagery may provide some insight. Early on, at 151e, Socrates refers to the ill-conceived offspring of intellect as “wind-eggs,” a strange term. Of course it is possible that this was a common idiom in ancient Greece, but even so it is bird imagery. Perhaps this again foreshadows a later discussion involving the same bird imagery. If so then these wind-eggs would no doubt be the offspring of these ignorant cuckoos, appearing in the nests of more knowledgeable birds, the result of the interactions of ignorance with knowledge. Certainly this is absent from the metaphor in the text and requires assembly from different sections of the dialogue, but that would seem to be a necessary means of illustrating the point. Were the argument to be spelled out, tested, and either approved or refuted the reader would have gained no experience of the process of forming connections between distinctly separate points himself. He would garner only a single bird for his aviary, the knowledge that Plato had told him what knowledge is. In this way, the reader gains the knowledge for himself, learning experientially, witnessing and participating.

This is especially important given that in the subsequent lines of the dialogue beginning at 201b Socrates distinguishes between being persuaded to judge correctly and possessing knowledge. A court case in which there are no witnesses is posited. The lack of witnesses is presented as evidence that direct observation or participation is necessary for knowledge. The jury, possibly analogous to the reader, is persuaded to judge correctly by the lawyer, but has no knowledge because none of them had borne witness. Though this is clearly an integral part of the refutation of the theory that knowledge is true judgment it seems to serve a dual purpose, pointing out the requirement of engagement on the part of the knowledgeable man with that which he would know. Certainly one does not become a musician by merely being told about music or persuaded that certain chords and notes are harmonious. Surely one must hear and play the music oneself.

The theory of knowledge is refuted in short order, but again the concept of connectivity and interaction survives. At this point the dialogue essentially arrives at the point where this text began, at the discussion of elements and complexes. These little birds have survived the destruction of the aviary, and the dialogue maintains this theme until the end. Perhaps, though, the birds of the aviary provided another glimpse into the nature of knowledge, a peak at its fleeting nature. The dialogue itself clearly fails to grasp firmly what knowledge is, but perhaps that is in itself a point. Birds flutter about. Their flocks, while maintaining structure, move and change. Immediately preceding Socrates engagement with the idea of knowledge as true judgment with an account, he gives a strange preface. At 201e Socrates asks that Theaetetus, 

Listen then to a dream in return for a dream. In my dream, too, I thought I was listening to people saying that the primary elements, as it were, of which we and everything else are composed, have no account. Each of them, in itself, can only be named….

Why does Socrates offer this exchange of dreams? What is he saying here about the nature of knowledge? Surely such a strange preface must have meaning. Perhaps he is saying something about the ephemeral nature of knowledge, about the inability of one to grasp and hold it firmly. Clearly there are themes of exchange and interaction here presented directly alongside the idea that singular pieces of information are not in and of themselves knowledge. Is it here, at this point in the dialogue, where Plato gives the reader the clearest image he can of knowledge, an account of a conversation overheard in a dream? Perhaps in the end that is the best analogy for knowledge, something ephemeral, mutable, overheard in whispers and revealed in dreams, something that supercedes on communication and connections, but never sits still long enough to be grasped as firmly as the unchanging world of Parmenides.


Certainly the grand flaw with this reading of Theaetetus is that it lacks any explicit textual support, yet were explicit statements to be the only, or even the most important, ideas put forward why begin with a prologue so laden with metaphor and subtle reference? Why use the dialogue format at all? If there is any truth at all in this reading of the work then it is supported rather than damaged by the absence of explicit reference, for explicit statement would, as previously noted, fail to convey knowledge, but would at best merely convey a simulacrum of knowledge, specifically it would be a definition of knowledge offered through the already refuted method of rendering true judgment with an account. Perhaps it is for this reason that the clearest articulation of this theory of knowledge would come before the end of the work. After giving the reader all the tools necessary to find a definition of knowledge, Plato ends by explaining why he cannot put the pieces together for the reader. He debunks any theory of knowledge that is explicitly stated, leaving the reader with only the tools to find his own theory.  
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