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On pages 241c to 261c, Plato writes a famous passage to modify and to expand the doctrine of 

the forms in order to dissent from Parmenides. In this philosophical parricide, Plato distinguishes 

two relations of the “kinds1” to allow the existence of non-being in our thoughts and speech. 

Most commentators and interpreters have had great success in explaining the force of this part of 

the dialogue, especially between 251a to 261c, but there seems to be insufficient attention paid to 

the strange “out-of-place-ness” of the passage. If the dialogue is dedicated to find the sophist, as 

the opening of the dialogue asserts, the parricide is unnecessary because of the insights acquired 

by Theaetetus from yesterday’s conversation. But instead of the straightforward route, Plato has 

opted for a more complex and puzzling one that is not entirely satisfactory. Similarly, the 

Theaetetus contains out-of-place passage unrelated to the formulation of knowledge.  

 

In the following pages, I first aim to explain in more detail what I mean by the “out-of-place-

ness” of certain passages. Secondly, I aim to show some defects in the arguments for the theory 

of the forms. Lastly, I hastily suggest that the previous two parts of the essay could lead to a 

different interpretation of the dialogues from the ostensible themes of the dialogue.  

 

(I) 

 

To see that the proposed part of the dialogue (241a-2561c) is out-of-place, we will propose 

provisionally what should be in-place for the dialogue. The dialogue opens with Socrates asking 

the Stranger whether the philosopher, the statesman, and the sophist are the same in the minds of 

the Eleatic people. The Stranger then goes on to discuss the sophist with Theaetetus for the 

majority of this dialogue. If someone were to ask what the dialogue Sophist is about, I would 

have taken her to be asking a rhetorical question: The dialogue is undoubtedly about sophists! 

She will not really convince me that the dialogue is about anything different until she points me 

to the passages starting from 241c. What’s said there is foreign to the rest of the dialogue. While 

the rest of the dialogue is aimed at the sophist, this section is a little off the mark.  

                                                 
1 The major forms that are the focus of the passage.  
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It starts with the hiding of the sophist in the midst of non-being. Since six kinds of sophist have 

been found in the previous conversation, another effort to find the principal sophist is underway 

(starting from 232b). The previous formulations of the sophist has been about what they do but 

not exactly how they do it. Whether a hunter of wealthy youths or a peddler of learnable things, 

the sophist has to process the knowledge of everything (233c) in order to do so. This is the first 

difficulty the Stranger and Theaetetus face. It is the impossibility of knowing everything. It 

forces them to say that the sophist only has a kind of likeness of knowledge, but not real 

knowledge. “Likeness,” however, presents another problem for them. In the Stranger’s account, 

this likeness requires that non-being is, which they long agreed was impossible to say (139c). 

Therefore, they have to get an account of non-being to ground the likeness of knowledge. 

 

All of this so far sounds reasonable and not yet off the mark. One might say that the 

metaphysical requirement of non-being forces the interlocutors to commit the parricide, and 

therefore this section is completely appropriate. My response to this is twofold. First, while this 

rejoinder is reasonable at first sight, it overlooks the content of the parricide, which includes 

more than the abandonment the Parmenidean metaphysics. It includes other metaphysical 

undertakings that are not necessary to find the sophist. Second, I’d like to argue that even if the 

whole section is warranted as necessary, the insights gained in this section have been gained 

previously—the insight of this metaphysical undertaking is the same as the insights gained 

between Theaetetus and Socrates in the previous dialogue. I will expand the first response in the 

remainder of this section, and I will develop the second response in Section II. 

 

As we were saying, the interlocutors need an account of non-being to ground the likeness of 

knowledge, so to find the sophist. According to this formulation, the bare account of the 

parricide will only have to include an account about how non-being could be. Before we get 

there, however, what we immediately see is the parricide of the monists, the dualists, the 

materialists, the idealists, and the perplexities of being (242d-251a). None of these has anything 

to do with non-being. The Stranger first finds the dualists absurd, since by asserting two original 

beings, they are asserting either one or three (243e). Then, the Stranger finds the monists absurd 

because the One and the Being, if the same, betray the spirit of the monists by giving the same 

thing two names (244c); if not the same, defeat the whole point of being monists. The 



 

 3 

materialists are defeated for their apparent shameful inability2 to claim the nonexistence of 

justice, which is not touchable (247c). The idealist vision of Being becomes inadmissible for 

Theaetetus because the Being then would not process a soul, nor thinks, nor lives (249a). 

Additionally, the idealists will have to assert the strange claim that recognizing is not a form of 

affecting, nor being recognized a form of being affected, for otherwise no being can be known.3  

 

Without a doubt, all of these discussions about various metaphysical groups have a significance 

beyond the search for the sophist, but does it have a contribution to that search? This question is 

a bit complicated. If my account stops here, to call this part of the dialogue unnecessary and out 

of place can be better defended, for the understanding of Being through the ancients does not 

furnish an account of non-being. It is only marginally meaningful to show Theaetetus that the 

search for non-being is as difficult as the search for being.  

 

The complication, however, is around what the Stranger later calls “the kinds.” In what comes 

later, motion, rest, the same, the other, and being are spoken extensively in an effort to locate 

non-being. Three of these, excluding the same and the other, are mentioned in the section that I 

had claimed to be unnecessary in the dialogue. Perhaps one could argue that the most natural 

way to introduce these “kinds” into the dialogue is to include them in the refutation the ancient 

metaphysical positions, since the ancients frequently mention these things without being very 

coherent. In this endeavor, not only can Plato include an extensive commentary of the ancients 

through the mouth of the Stranger, so would he advance the plot of the dialogue as a whole. In 

this way, the section is not only a necessary part of the dialogue as it advances the plot, it is also 

an ingenious showing of Plato’s composition skills. 

 

This could be a very persuasive rejoinder to the first argument, which claims that parts of this 

parricide is not necessary in the dialogue. If the reader finds that argument plausible, it would 

                                                 
2 The Stranger points out that the materialists imagined by Theaetetus here are very good-natured. They 

not only ascend to the existence of justice, they also ascent to the existence of souls, and thoughts, none of 

which is appropriate for a real “earth-born” to agree to in the Stranger’s mind. It’s also important that 

shame is factored into the arguments here. I will say more about the emotions and other things that seems 

not to (or should not) relate to the conversation later in the paper.  
3 According to the idealists in discussion here, Beings are recognizable, and not affected. If recognition is 

a form of affection, the idealists contradict themselves. If they say anything otherwise, they will have to 

say that Beings are not recognizable (in some Kantian fashion), or that Beings are affected and 

changeable, contradicting their thesis.  
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bring me to the second part of the accusation that the business of the parricide is unnecessary as 

a whole. While the previous argument was about parts of it being unnecessary, this argument 

seeks to argue that the parricide is superfluous because its insight about non-being has already 

being obtained yesterday between Socrates and Theaetetus.  

 

(II) 

 

The interlocutors want to find the sophist, which is why they embark a journal to speak about 

non-being. In what has been written, there are roughly three steps in the movements of the 

argument: (1) they find a definite way to understand non-being, once they do (257e), (2) they 

argue that non-being is mixed with speech and thoughts so as to allow falsehood (264b), and 

finally, (3) they can locate the sophist in the division of the apparition arts. Crudely, the desire 

for finding non-being is fueled by the previous inability to locate falsehood or “likeness” (241c), 

which sets the tone for the rest of the dialogue. But the “possibility of falsehood” is not an 

original problem. A significant portion (187e-200b) of the Theaetetus is dedicated for the same 

question: How is it that people have false opinions (187d)?  

 

Before we dive into the existence of falsehood in the context of Theaetetus, I will mention that 

this part of dialogue, strangely enough, is also out-of-place in the Theaetetus. This is the second 

trial of Theaetetus to define knowledge. Right after he gives his answer (187b), Socrates asks 

him what is false opinion, instead of examining whether knowledge is true opinion. While this 

long discussion involves two extensive analogies (molding wax and pigeon cages respectively) 

and two aporias (false option without perception and an infinite regress of principles 

respectively) for Theaetetus to work through, Socrates’ refutation, which only took three 

Stephanus sections (201a-201c), are quite unrelated to the long gymnastics that Theatetus has to 

work through. With this in mind, let us compare the false opinions articulated in the two 

dialogues.  

 

In Theaetetus, the first false opinion is conceived of in the wax analogy. If the soul is like a wax 

block, impressions through perception will leave a shape in the soul. If the soul encounters the 

same impression again, it can check with the mold and judge if one knows this shape. There are 

several possible ways to get false opinions4, but they essentially boil down to the mistake 

                                                 
4 See Sachs (2004) and Benardete (1984) for the exhaustive cases and a more through account.  
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between the impression and the mold left in the soul. If what is being perceived now is other 

than the mold in the soul, yet the soul thinks that it is the same as the mold, a false opinion is 

formed. In this context, where a perception is paired up with a mold in the soul, the 

understanding of false opinions are almost identical to that of non-being in the Sophist. In the 

dialogue, non-being is formulated as being other than the being in question. At 263b, the 

Stranger says that the false things are “other than the things” which are the case. The second 

analogy of the pigeon cage has a similar tone of “otherness” as well. One could mistakenly take a 

bird that is other than the one desired and thus form a false opinion. This reinforces the claim 

that the insights gained in the Theaetetus could have saved a lot of unnecessary ink in the 

Sophist. 

 

If the notion of falsehood as “speaking or thinking other than that which is the case” has already 

been worked out in Theaetetus, the discussion in the Sophist becomes redundant. But this is not 

yet as strong as saying that the discussion about non-being and falsehood in the Sophist is 

unnecessary. After all, one might concede that the formulations of falsehood in both dialogues 

are the same, but they show two ways in which the same conclusion isreached. Since how the 

dialogues reach the same conclusion are different, this difference justifies the reintroduction of 

falsehood in the Sophist. Far from being unnecessary, one could continue, the account of 

falsehood in the Sophist is so much more rigorous than that of Theaetetus. Given this rejoiner, I 

will now argue that the doctrine of negation and falsehood in the Sophist is neither more 

attractive nor more rigorous than the analogies being offered in the Theaetetus. To be sure, they 

are different arguments, but that means they are problematic differently.  

 

In the first analogy of the Theaetetus, the formulation of falsehood is limited by the presence of 

perception. As a function of memory and perception, one cannot judge whether one has true 

opinions if no perception is present. Therefore the limit in scope presents a difficulty for the wax 

analogy. As it involves phenomena, it cannot adequately describe false opinion that appear in, 

say, pure thought.  

 

This is what the second analogy hopes to remedy. By the distinction of having and possessing 

knowledge, one could catch the wrong bird, as it were, and not the bird that one has intended for 

in the soul. In such a case, mistakes that happen in pure thought can be explained more 

adequately. The problem with this analogy is twofold. First, while it offers a mechanism for false 
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opinion to arise, it does not offer any additional principle to regulate for choice. It is a seemingly 

random “catching” that determines whether we have true opinion. True opinion would turn out to 

be a lottery type of thing, and knowledge, which we are supposed to possess, would lead us to 

absurdities most of the time (199e). For example, if there are 100 birds in my cage that 

represented my knowledge of numbers, upon catching the one I need for the question of 2+5, I 

have only 1% chance to get it right if no additional principle of recognition is offered. However, 

if there is an additional principle to determine what kind of knowledge we “catch,” a whole new 

class of knowledge--the class that the additional principle would belong to--that is unlike the 

caged birds needs to be accounted for (200b). To account for the new class, another class of 

principles will have to be assumed again, and so on without end. Therefore, the difficulty offered 

by the second analogy is roughly twofold. First, the knowledge we possess in our souls would 

only produce true opinion in us accidentally. And second, any remedy to the accidental nature of 

knowledge will produce an infinite regress that cannot account for the origin of the higher-class 

principles.  

 

After the analogies in the Theaetetus are analyzed, we will finally determine if the Sophist 

account of the forms is better off. As I’d like to argue, the theory of the forms here have roughly 

two difficulties very similar to those just mentioned in the Theaetetus.  

 

The first difficulty is related to phenomena and the origin of the forms. In the expansion of the 

theory of the forms, the Stranger frequently uses spelling or the structure of language as basis to 

persuade Theaetetus that forms have properties like those of letters. One instance of this is 

around 253 in the Sophist. In order to justify the communicative nature of the forms, the Stranger 

introduces Theaetetus to the doctrine by pointing to the spelling art. He argues that just as there 

are correct mixings between vowels and consonants, so are there correct mixings of the forms, 

which are categorized by two groups that behave like vowels and consonants. The vowel-looking 

forms will acquire the name of “kinds” later in the dialogue, and the rest are largely untouched. 

The problem here lies in asserting that the forms are like letters.  

 

How should I understand this likeness? I could interpret the argument in two ways. The first 

interpretation is that the metaphysics of the forms are grounded by a pre-existing understanding 

of letters by the interlocutors. This is to say that the forms, which should metaphysically prior to 

letters (since the existence of everything else are born out of the communion of the “kinds”), are 
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posterior to letters in the structure of the argument. This would in effect force the existence of 

letters and the art of spelling and linguistics to be prior than the theory of the forms. In different 

words, if we are supposed to take the spelling analogy as a ground for metaphysical entities, we 

run into the obvious absurdity that the metaphysical structure of the forms, which should be prior 

to any phenomenal, experiential things, turns out to be understood through them, which is 

unsatisfactory.  

 

The second interpretation, which wants the forms to be prior than letters, will lead us to the 

bizarre place where the theory loses intelligibility. This requires us to look at the two operators 

used by the Stranger to mix the forms, “to participate (256b)” and “to set up against (258e).” The 

Stranger does not offer us any account to explain the operators except by analogy and invoking 

our ordinary understanding of the operators. In the first case of participation, the only 

explanation we have is the one we have mentioned about the spelling art. The Stranger only goes 

on to apply the operator and say things about the “kinds” without additional explanation. The 

operator “to participate” appears to only solve puzzles without giving us a clue how the puzzle is 

solved. It allows us to say what we ordinarily say, such as “this person is good,” because the 

person can participate in the good as the forms commune. What’s lacking is how in the world 

this “participation” solves the problem. The late-learners (254c) could have responded to the 

operator “participation” by saying that the argument delays their concerns a step further without 

solving it. They ask why would a man be good but not just a man when we talk about him, and 

we respond by saying that the form of man can participate in the form of good. It simply begs the 

next question: what do we mean by participation? The problem of attribution is not solved but 

delayed, and it looks like the Stranger never justified this move philosophically. Appeal to our 

ordinary speech won’t help here. If we think that ordinary understanding of “participation” is 

sufficient, we end up grounding our metaphysical understanding of forms through things and 

relations that are supposed to be posterior to them again.  

 

The same goes with “to set up against.” The Stranger explains to us that the “kind” named Other 

is chopped up like knowledge (257c). When a part of knowledge is set up against pitch, it gives 

us the art of music. Likewise, when a part of other is set up against the beautiful, it gives us the 

form of the non-beautiful.5 We might consider the way in which knowledge is dealt with and 

                                                 
5 Lee (1972) has a very extensive account about the doctrine and what kind of force the doctrine 

processes.  
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think that this is in fact what we do in ordinary speech. Knowledge of X, being distinct from the 

formulation of knowledge, is just a part of knowledge (the form) chopped up and set against X.  

 

If the understanding of knowledge and how it is “chopped up” is the same understanding we 

should have for non-being and its action of “setting up against,” the argument amounts to 

formalizing the way we speak about knowledge and non-being, instead of giving justification for 

why can we say them and how we understand such things when we say them. Again, we fail to 

offer a metaphysical justification capable of convincing the late learner that “a man is good” and 

“Theaetetus is a non-table” are valid ways of speaking. The “metaphysical” work done here is 

naming an ordinary mechanics that we accepted to be unproblematic without justification. 

Therefore, the metaphysical operators in this articulation of the forms, are not grounding 

principles that would lead to the better articulation of falsehood. Instead, it is simply a formal 

way to say again, in a metaphysical manner, what we are accustomed to say without such 

metaphysical baggage.  

 

Another problem regarding the metaphysical operators might be added here. It is related to the 

infinite regress problem that we’ve encountered in our previous discussion of the Theaetetus. In 

the earlier parts of the Sophist, the Stranger used a pseudo-method of dichotomy to locate various 

kinds of arts. Some of these divisions are quite strange, such as the art of “tridentry.” If these arts 

are results of knowledge being set up against some other thing, we would have more branches of 

knowledge in theory than we probably have in our understanding.6 If there is no limiting 

principle about what can be set up against knowledge, we can have any branch of knowledge we 

want, some of which quite ridiculous, such as “blackboard wipery” or “movie-ticket cuttery.” 

Could a part of non-being be set up against “non-beautiful,” from which we would have “non-

non-beautiful?” Similar concerns occupy the usage of “participation” as well. Why do humans 

only participate in goodness or badness but not photosynthetic-ness or oviparity. While being 

playful with these nonsensical example, I want to point out that these metaphysical operators, if 

they are properly grounded to begin with, which they are not, have to rely on a higher class of 

operators or principles for them to adequately describe our linguistic activities.7 Do these new 

principles call for new kinds of “kinds,” and so on without end?  

                                                 
6 The same problem appears in spelling as well. There are combinations of vowels and consonant that are 

speakable without meaning. Are those “correct” spellings? According to what?  
7 The matter is quite complex. In thinking of the examples, I had initially thought that “the man is dusty” 

or “the man is boxy” to be unacceptable expression in ordinary language. However, I could also imagine 
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To sum up: in order to defend my argument that the metaphysical endeavor to account for 

falsehood in the Sophist is not much of an improvement from the ones in Theaetetus, I analyzed 

the relevant passages in both dialogues. After pointing out the deficiencies of the wax and the 

pigeon cage analogies, I attempted to argue that the metaphysics of forms in the Sophist does not 

fair better. The relevant passages in the Sophist do not constitute a grounding chapter of the 

theory of the forms, from which a metaphysical foundation of falsehood could be established. 

The supposed metaphysical passage from 251 to 259c in the Sophist is a descriptive one that 

already assume the usage of two operators, “participation” and “setting up against.” It is a 

naming activity that formalizes our ordinary speech without further explaining it. This is a 

similar objection one could raise against the analogies in the Theaetetus, since no argument was 

really offered, except in the form of illustrations. The metaphysical work in the Sophist is 

additionally plagued by incompleteness of scope due to the lack of limiting principles and the 

potential weakness to an infinite regress argument if we do look for limiting principles.  

 

Further, this comparison was conceived initially to argue that the “theory of forms” episode in 

the Sophist is not necessarily aimed at formulating falsehood and finding the sophist. I will 

therefore state here again the case for the superfluity. Since the essence of falsehood is “other 

than the case,” which is present in the Theaetetus, the alternative route taken in the Sophist, 

which is not more rigorous, does not add any new insights about falsehood. Therefore, one might 

say that Plato could have simply saved some work over the passage and have Theaetetus 

remember what had happened yesterday in order to expose the sophist in falsehood.  

 

To just state the matter a bit harsher, half of Theaetetus is out-of-place and unnecessary by this 

standard. Given that the ostensible goal of the dialogue is the formulation of knowledge, 

Socrates, instead of responding to Theaetetus’ first answer that knowledge is perception (151e) 

directly (as he does at 163d), spends the time in-between to ask another seemingly unrelated 

question: is man the measure of all things? Though he does get around to connect8 the doctrine 

of Theaetetus with the doctrine of Protagoras by the end of the long discussion, Theaetetus’ first 

attempt is easily countered in a few words around 163d. As long as Theaetetus admits that 

                                                 
these sentences making sense to an audience in certain contexts. Again, this is all asking the same 

question: how do we adequately determine the scope of the operator “participation?”  
8 In a highly suspicious and troubling manner that I cannot discuss in length here. 
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memory exists and that we know the things we remember, perception cannot be equivalent to 

knowledge. Not only does Socrates focus on Protagoras before he straightforwardly answers 

Theaetetus, he derails from the formulation to discuss Protagoras again with Theodorus until 

184c.9 The discussion does not return to the right track until 187c, where the second thesis of 

Theaetetus is given. As we’ve noted before, this thesis is followed by another detour about false 

opinions, instead of true opinions until 201a. The dialogue of Theaetetus has sixty-eight 

Stephanus pages, and it seems that some thirty numbers of the whole dialogue could be 

considered out-of-place or unnecessary if one takes the theme of the dialogue to be about the 

formulation of knowledge.  

 

(III) 

 

It is probably suspicious now that the most interesting and perplexing parts of the Theaetetus and 

the Sophist are all out-of-place by this account. I do want to clarify one thing about my 

“accusations" regarding the structure of the dialogue. To call something out-of-place is not to 

denounce it as dull or not philosophically simulating. All of these passages which I’d like to call 

“out-of-place” or unnecessary are fascinating moments of philosophical inquiries that deserve a 

lot of attention, thoughts, and time. But these considerations can come without being a part of 

the dialogue in which they do belong. The significance of the Protagorean doctrine can be 

analyzed and studied extensively for its own merit, just as the analogy of memory as wax, 

knowing as catching a bird, and the theory of forms (in particular about negation and the Part of 

the Other doctrine). It’s puzzling to me that these passages are significant without the context of 

the dialogue, because it allows me to describe the dialogues as a stitched-together conversation 

about topics that are unrelated to the ostensible theme of the dialogue. One might just as well say 

that Plato should have written separate treatises or essays about Protagoras, the theory of forms, 

the manifold meanings of the sophist, and the study what knowledge cannot be. To put these 

themes into two dialogues makes neither good drama, for the dialogues are pulled in many 

different directions at once, nor good thinking, for the forces of the arguments are partially lost in 

the particularities of the characters and the setting.  

 

                                                 
9 Within this detour about Protagoras, a passage about philosophers and lawyers are included as well 

(172c-176a). If one could argue for the necessity of Protagoras in the dialogue, this passage is even 

further removed from the formulation of knowledge.  
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Now, I finally want to admit in a reductio manner that if so many moments of the dialogues are 

unnecessary by the ostensible themes of the dialogues, the themes intended for the Platonic 

drama are perhaps not knowledge northe sophist.10 Now, I hope there is enough on the table for 

the readers to consider a reinterpretation of these two dialogues, since the out-of-place passages 

are too many if the goals of the two dialogues match the ostensible ones we assign them. If Plato 

has written good dialogues, which I assume he has, I think there should be a singular logos that 

warrants the existence of the out-of-place passages. The matter now is to determine what other 

themes could be put in place of the old ones. This interpretation should be robust enough to 

incorporate the significances of the metaphysically rich and difficult passages, while it accounts 

for the ostensible ways in which the dialogues are situated around knowledge and the sophist. To 

articulate the full view is impossible in the rest of the essay, but I will venture to explore one 

possibility in the following paragraphs by focusing on a point of interest, which I think is 

important not to ignore. 

 

Extra-argumentative elements in the dialogues offer a way to consider the dialogues differently. 

What I mean by “extra-argumentative” is something like the anger of Theodorus and the shame 

of the materialist imagined by Theaetetus. These elements of the dialogue are not strictly 

argumentative nor even related to thinking, but they turn the course of the dialogue in a 

significant way.  

 

In the first part of the Protagorean encounter, Socrates challenges the doctrine of Protagoras by 

substituting human intelligence with amphibian intelligence (161d). What he points out is the 

fact that without universality in judgments, nothing prevents other forms of life to be equally 

judges of things. If humans are distinct from everything else, a justification in some universal 

manner beyond the scope of the Protagorean radical relativism is required. Socrates could have 

stated the foregoing in a calmer manner, yet, he jabs at the listeners of the conversation and 

provokes anger Theodorus. This anger briefly turns Socrates to return to Theaetetus, since he 

senses that a different kind of investigation is needed in order for the conversation to continue. 

The discussion of Protagoras is paused not because of a logical impasse in the argument, but 

                                                 
10 Although this sounds very much like a Straussian turn for an esoteric reading of the texts, I am not 

wedded to the idea that there is a universal truth (mainly a political one as well) underlying the dialogues. 

The novelty in which I reach my conclusion, which I think is different from a typical Straussian one, is 

one rhetorical way in which I hope to distance myself away from that school of thought in some manner. 

But again, If I were a Straussian, this section of the paper would not have been written in the first place.  
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something outside of the discussion proper. To move forward this way in a philosophical drama 

as opposed to a regular drama, which turns like this often, points sharply to a tension between 

how arguments are carried out and the contexts in which they are carried out. It might be an 

invitation for one to think that a purely metaphysical, logical, or dispassionate treatment of a 

thought is not quite the goal of the dialogue.11  

 

This point can be considered together with the role of linguistic practice in relation with 

metaphysics. Why are letters good enough companions for metaphysics that Plato wrote about 

them in conjunction? The former clearly does not serve the latter, as emotions similarly does not 

serve rationality. But if the point is not to construct positive, grounding metaphysics, the analogy 

between letters and formalized speech that seems like metaphysics can serve a new purpose, 

namely a critique of metaphysics as a well-veiled analogy that seek to “deepen” our 

understanding of ordinary language.  

 

In the other case, the shame (248c) of the materialists in the Sophist prevents a more thorough 

examination of their positions. One wonders at the path not taken: what if the materialists have 

said that justice or soul does not exist in order to keep their position? Though the Stranger points 

out the possibility, he does not urge Theaetetus to follow through. This might suggest that the 

Stranger is less interested about materialists, but more about Theaetetus and who he would say 

about them. As with Socrates, his interest in Protagoras might not be about Protagoras the 

sophist but the Theaetetean or the Theodorian Protagoras. This interest in his interlocutors might 

lead to an interpretation of his art of midwifery to be, as if were, a therapeutic work that puts its 

focus on the conditions of the interlocutors more than the topics engaged with the interlocutors. 

Then, the focus of the dialogue could be subtly changed to not be about what is knowledge 

universally and metaphysically, but what and how many misconceptions of knowledge can 

Socrates be rid of while he speaks with Theaetetus.  

 

The possible broader understanding of our thinking capacities beyond dispassionate discussions,  

the possible critique of the depth of language, and the possible therapeutic role of Socrates’ 

                                                 
11 One might argue that Theodorus is a counterexample for Plato to demonstrate the exact opposite. To 

include emotions in a philosophical discussion is not optimal. But my doubt about this goes back to the 

way Socrates chooses to announce his discovery of the Protagorean doctrine: why did he not say it calmly 

and philosophically so to prevent Theorodus, whom Socrates knows to be a good friend of Protagoras, to 

be angry at him? 
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dialectics, should make it clear now that I am suggesting a Wittgensteinian reading of Plato. To 

get to a more concrete footing about such an interpretation of Plato, I will have to offer much 

more reasoning and evidences in the dialogues. But as a gesture, I hope it is enough to show that 

such an interpretation of Plato is possible and even asked for by pointing out some difficulties 

caused by reading it ostensibly.  
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