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SPECIAL THEME

LIU Wei

Plato’s Attempts at Defining Sophistry

Abstract In the Sophist, Plato offers seven definitions of a sophist. In this
paper I will consider the relationship between these definitions, and examine how
the first six definitions contribute to the final definition, and how the final
definition, in turn, incorporates elements of the first six. Through this
examination, we can also have a better grasp of Plato’s method of division, and
Plato’s aporetic approach to philosophy.
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Plato, following his master Socrates, fought against sophists for his entire life,
but, in most of his writings, Plato takes the term “sophist” (sophistés) for granted,
referring only to professional teachers such as Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias,
Prodicus, and Evenus. It is only in the Sophist that Plato takes pains to define
what a sophist is, with the assistance of his new weapon, the method of division
(diairesis), which is part of his famous dialectic method first introduced in
Phaedrus 265¢-266¢." Indeed, defining sophistry is the acknowledged goal and

"I do not here mean to emphasize a strict chronological sequence of different Platonic
dialogues, which is still a matter of lively debate. But it is generally agreed that the methods of
division (diairesis) and collection (sunagogeé), taken together, form Plato’s later dialectic
methodology, and it is also generally agreed that this methodology first appears in the
Phaedrus, and is put into larger-scale use in the Sophist, Statesman, and Philebus. It is worth
noting that although Plato usually makes dichotomous divisions regarding a certain subject (as
shown in all the examples in the Sophist), nowhere does he indicate that dichotomy is a formal
requirement of this method. On the contrary, in the Philebus, Plato has Socrates explicitly say
“whatever is said to be consists of one and many, having in its nature limit and unlimitedness.
Since this is the structure of things, we have to assume that there is in each case always one
form for every one of them, and we must search for it, as we will indeed find it there. And
once we have grasped it, we must look for two, as the case would have it, or if not, for three or
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the unifying theme of the entire dialogue, although his discussion of what-is (fo
on) and what-is-not (to mé on), the nature of falsehood, and the communion of
kinds all draw much more attention from scholars. In the Sophist, Plato provides
a series of attempts to define sophistry from different angles, and, in this paper, I
will examine the relation between these attempts.

We find various views on whether Plato’s attempts are successful. On the one
extreme, we have Moravcsik (1973) arguing that all seven definitions succeed in
capturing some important characteristic of sophistry. On the other extreme, we
have Ambuel (2007) and Brown (2010) arguing that the attempts to define
sophistry are a doomed failure, for the very starting point of the attempt, i.e.,
sophistry being an art, is unacceptable for Plato.” In the middle, we have
Cornford (1935) and Notomi (1999), among others, arguing that only the last
definition is successful.

In this paper I will argue for a thesis close to that of Cornford and Notomi, but
I will not go as far as Cornford in seeing the first five definitions as “satires”
(Cornford 1935, 173), and I will thus give more consideration to the aporetic
nature of the first six definitions. I call them aporetic because, after the six
attempts, the Eleatic Visitor acknowledges that they fail to reach a successful
definition of sophistry, instead only yielding manifold images of the object to be
defined. But like many aporetic attempts in Plato’s “earlier” works, they are not
meaningless, but rather provide important insights (e.g., Laches, Charmides, and
Euthyphro), and even pave the way for, and contribute to, the real definition of
sophistry (e.g., Meno, Republic 1).

This is precisely what Plato does in the Sophist. This is hinted at by the fact
that the Eleatic Visitor never claims his ignorance, like Socrates usually does in
those “aporetic dialogues;” rather, it is clear that he has heard a lot about the

(Footnote 1 continued)

some other number. And we must treat every one of those further unities in the same way,
until it is not only established of the original unit that it is one, many and unlimited, but also
how many kinds it is” (16d), and later make a fourfold division of being, i.e., the unlimited, the
limit, the mixture of the first two, and the cause of combination (23c—d). In the Statesman, we
also find that the Eleatic Visitor acknowledges that it is impossible to divide the contributory
arts by two (“let’s divide them limb by limb, like a sacrificial animal, since we can’t do it into
two. For we must always cut into the nearest number so far as we can”) and that instead he
makes a sevenfold division of the arts into those making materials, tools, vessels, vehicles,
defenses, playthings, and nourishment (287c¢—289c). See also Phaedrus 265¢ for another
example emphasizing the importance of natural division through the analogy with the butcher.
2 Brown (2010) also lists Cherniss (1944) and Ryle (1966) as the “no-faction,” but on a
different ground. They deny the positive outcome of the pursuit of a definition of sophistry on
the ground that the method of division itself makes this task impossible (p. 153 and n.17). It is
certainly true that the method of division is by no means economic and that it may even be an
awkward way of defining a subject matter, but I do not think this method itself makes
definition itself impossible, and it can be used together with other methods. But this will be the
topic for another paper.
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topic at issue, and is ready to give a lengthy speech on the matter. Only on
Socrates’ suggestion and on the guarantee that his respondent would not cause
any problem does the Eleatic Visitor agree to conduct this “hunt” in the manner
of questioning and answering (217b—218a). Even so, it is the Eleatic Visitor who
firmly controls the entire pursuit, and who confidently leads Theaetetus toward
the final definition. Additionally, there is no hint that this group of people has
any reservation about the success of the final definition. Therefore, viewing the
final definition in a positive way is also the most straightforward way to interpret
the Sophist.

This paper will be divided into four sections: Section 1 will briefly recount the
first five definitions; Section 2 will give a detailed analysis of the problematic
sixth definition; Section 3 will discuss the general aporetic nature of the first six
definitions; and Section 4 will show why the final definition is successful, and in
what way the first six definitions and the so-called “Middle Part” of the dialogue
(236d-264Db) contribute to this final definition.

1 Different Branches of Acquisitive Art: The First Five
Definitions

1.1 Model Definition of the Angler (218d-221c)

It is always advisable to search out what is difficult by starting from what is easy,
and the Eleatic visitor, not being an exception, takes this approach (218c—d). To
exemplify the method of division (diairesis) and to show Theaetetus the correct
path of reaching a definition, the Eleatic Visitor takes the angler as a
paradigmatic figure (paradeigma, 218d9)’ and forms a model definition (see
diagram 1): angling is acquisitive art, taking possession, hunting, animal-hunting,
aquatic hunting, fishing, strike-hunting, hooking, draw-fishing.

This model, though said to be about something “recognizable to everybody, but
not worth being too serious about” (2186),4 actually provides a solid foundation
for the subsequent definitions of the sophist. More specifically, the first three splits
turn out to play important roles. D1 to D5 follow the branch of acquisitive art, and
D7 follows the productive art. D1 follows the branches of
“possession-making”—hunting,” D5 follows the branches of ‘“possession-
making”—*“combat,” and D2—4 follow the branch of “exchange.” In D6 the Eleatic
Visitor introduces a new element to the first split, which will be discussed later.

* As Sayer points out, in Plato’s late dialogues the word paradeigma is used only in dialectic
context (Sayer 2007, 80-81); and see Gill (2006) for a detailed discussion of the roles of
paradeigma.

* All quotations of Plato’s work are from Plato (1997), with minor amendments following
Plato (1900-1907).
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Art
Production Acquisition

,
.

Exchangé/ Pos/s/ession-taking
Coml;;lt Hunting
Lifeless th{r/l;gs énimal-hunting
Land-hun‘tli/ng A,quatic-hunting
Bird-catchii;é Fishing

Enclosure-huntirié Striking-hunting
Torch-huniing \l}/oo%g
Spearing Angling
Diagram 1 Model Definition of an Angler

1.2 Definition One: Sophist as Hunter of Wealthy Youth (221¢c-223b)

Before setting out the enterprise of defining the sophist, the Eleatic Visitor asks
Theaetetus, “shall we suppose the sophist is a layman, or completely and truly an
expert (sophisten)?” Theaetetus chooses the latter, stating, “he has to be the kind
of person that the name indicates (pantos dei toioutos einai to ge onoma touto
exon)” (221d1-4). Although this identification is only based on etymological
consideration, the Eleatic Visitor nevertheless agrees with him, asserting that “so
it seems we need to take him to have a kind of art (technén)” (221d1-6). This
agreement controls the following attempts of defining the sophist, and no
interlocutor ever challenges it. The identification of sophistry with an art is
sometimes suggested as being doomed to failure. Based on this identification,
Ambuel (2007) argues that the Sophist is aporetic all the way through, just like
the so-called “Socratic dialogues,” being without any positive conclusion, and
Brown (2010) argues that the very object “sophist” or “sophistry” is simply
undefinable, since it is without essence. They could be right that sophistry falls
short of a strict fechné in its lack of a positive goal, a reasoned procedure, and a
clear subject-matter (Brown 2010, 163—68). Additionally, Plato expressly denies
that sophistry is an art, and condemns it as a kind of knack (empeiria) in Gorgias
462—-63. Yet, in most Athenians’ mind sophistry is indeed an art and a sophist
(sophistés) is indeed someone wise (sophos). More importantly, throughout the
Sophist, Plato clearly sees sophistry as a techné, and in the final definition, even
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calls it “art in deception” (fechné ek pseudés, 264d5).” There is no sign showing
that this identification is meant to be ironic. Besides, the Eleatic Visitor explicitly
claims that the sophist has a peculiar nature (oikeian phusin) (264e3—265a1).6
Therefore, it does not seem to be a good strategy to find fault with the final
definition from this perspective.

Having confirmed that sophistry is an art, the attempt to define sophist starts
with the branch “hunting” (Diagram 2),” and eventually reaches D1: sophistry
“belongs to appropriation, taking possession, hunting, animal-hunting, hunting
on land, human hunting, hunting by persuasion, hunting privately, and money
earning. It is hunting of rich, prominent young men” (223b1-6).

Hl/mting

Aquatic hﬁnting Land-hunting

’

Wild things Tame things

’

By force Pers/uasion
Pu{)lic Private
Gift-giving W—'fige-eammg

’

Flattery  Sophistry
Diagram 2 Definition One

1.3 Definition Two to Four: Sophist as Merchants (223c—224e)

Having reached the first definition, the Eleatic Visitor is not satisfied. He points
out the difficulty of this pursuit, and leads Theaetetus to reconsider the entire
issue from a different angle:

Since what we’re looking for isn’t a trivial sort of art but quite a diverse one.
And even in what we’ve just said earlier it actually presents the appearance

> We may recall Plato’s insistence that art is neutral as further evidence, in line with his
remark that the best guard is also the best thief (see Republic 333e—334b). Given the fact that
the sophist is aware of his own ignorance (see below), unlike the sincere imitator who is not
aware of his ignorance, it is at least possible that he acknowledges this more openly. Therefore
the art of deception is at least qualified as the opposite side of an art.

® The word “phusis” is used to refer to the nature or essence of “what is” (fo on) and “the
whole” (to holon) (245¢8-9).

” Divisions with underlines in all the diagrams will in some way reappear in the final
definition.
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of being not what we’re now saying, but a different type. (223c1-4)

Next, they restart from the branch of “exchange,” and define the sophist in terms
of various kinds of merchants (Diagrams 3-5).

D2: Sophistry is “the expertise of the part of acquisition, exchange, selling,
wholesaling, and soul-wholesaling, dealing in words and learning that have to do
with virtue” (224c10-d2).

D3: Sophistry is the expertise of acquisition, exchange, selling, retailing,
dealing in words and learning that have to do with virtue (224e1-3)

D4: Sophistry is the expertise of acquisition, exchange, selling one’s own
products concerning virtue (224e1-3).

Exchange
Giving \S\‘_",{Hn

’
s

One’s own products Purveying
Retailing ~ Wholesaling

Forbody ~ Eorsoul

z
’

Expertise—seiling Sophistry (Concerning virtue)

Diagram 3  Definition Two

Exghange

’
’

Givihg Selling

’
s

One’s own products Purveying
Wholesaling ~ Retailing

Other expertise Sophistry (Concerning virtue)

Diagram 4 Definition Three

Exchange
, 7
, 4
Giving Selling

7
’

7
Purveying One’s own product
7
4

Other expertfse Sophistry (Concerning virtue)

Diagram 5 Definition Four
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1.4 Definition Five: Sophist as Money-Making Debater (224e—226a)

The Eleatic Visitor then shifts his focus from “exchange” back to
“possession-taking,” and moves the starting point from the branch of hunting to
that of combat. They finally reach D5: Sophistry is “the money-making branch of
expertise in debating, disputation, controversy, fighting, combat, and acquisition”

(226a1-3).
Cpmx
Competition Fighting

4
.
Violence  Controversy
’
4

.
Forensic \Esputation
7
7

,
About contracts  Debatin,
Y

Wasting maney Making money
(chat) (sophistry)
Diagram 6 Definition Five

2 The Problematic Sixth Definition: Sophistry or Socratic Art?
(226a6-231h9)

D6 poses a great difficulty for commentators, for it not only presents a fresh start,
introducing a new branch under the general heading of techne, i.e.,
discriminative or separative art,® but it also looks like a description of Socratic,
instead of sophistic art.

The Eleatic Visitor abruptly abandons the initial division of the arts into
production and acquisition (at 219c11-dl1, this dichotomy seems exhaustive),
introduces discrimination or separation (diakritike) as a new starting point,” and
then, without any further explanation, cuts it into two as his method of division
usually requires (Diagram 7). They eventually reach D6, and call this sophistry

¥ This introduction seems to be based on an application of collection of different arts in the
household; see Cornford (1935, 177).

° In the Statesman, Plato deals with the dichotomous division of art in terms of separation
(diakritike) and combination (sunkritike) (282b). Most commentators see the branch of
separation as independent of the earlier division between production and acquisition, but
Rickless (2010) argues that combination and separation are two branches of the art of
production, and tries to make more sense of the last two attempts of defining the sophist
(saying that imitation is a kind of combination, combination of words to make false
appearance). Interesting as it is, I think his argument is far-fetched, mainly because if so, then
we cannot understand why there is not even slightest hint of this interpretation in Plato’s text.
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“noble sophistry” (gennaia sophistike, 231b7): “let it be the cleansing part of the
expertise of discriminating things; and let it be marked off as the part of that
which concerns souls; and within that it’s teaching; and within teaching it’s
education. And let us say that within education ... the refutation of the empty
belief in one’s own wisdom” (231b3-7).

Separation
p

Separating like from like Separating worse from better
(Cleansing, katharmos)

Bociy Soul

Wickedness/disease) Ighorance/ugliness
(Correction) (Teaching)

Teaching crafts ~ Education

Admonit’lz)n Refutation
(Sophist)
Diagram 7 Definition Six

This is a confusing definition, because, on the one hand, the Eleatic Visitor
expresses strong reservation toward this definition: “I’'m afraid to call them
sophists” (231al), and “we don’t pay sophists too high an honor” (231a3), and
then, on the other hand, the following description of this art looks a lot like the
Socratic art:

They cross-examine (dierotosin) someone when he thinks he is saying
something though he’s saying nothing. Then, since his opinions will vary
inconsistently, these people will easily scrutinize them. They collect his
opinions together during the discussion, put them side by side, and show that
they conflict (enantias) with each other at the same time on the same subjects
in relation to the same things and in the same respect. The people who are
being examined see this, get angry at themselves, and become calmer towards
others. They lose their inflated and rigid beliefs about themselves that way,
and no loss is pleasanter to hear or has a more lasting effect on them ... The
people who cleanse the soul ... think the soul, too, won’t get any advantage
from any learning that’s offered to it until someone shames it by refuting it
(elenchomenon), removes the beliefs that interfere with learning, and exhibits
it cleansed, believing that it knows only those things that it does know, and
nothing more. (230b4—d4)

Socrates” comment about the advantage of being proven to be ignorant in the
Meno provides a convenient parallel. In the Meno, Socrates shows through
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cross-examination that the slave boy does not know how to double the size of a
square:

We have probably achieved something relevant to finding out how matters
stand, for now, as he does not know, he would be glad to find out, whereas
before he thought he could easily make many find speeches to large audience
about the square of double size and said that it must have a base twice as long.
(84b9—c2)"?

The similarity between these passages barely requires further comment, which
leads most commentators to identify D6 with Socratic art. They deny that the
Eleatic Visitor is defining sophistry, but is instead commenting on Socrates’
plractice.11 Besides this dominant camp, there are several other interpretations
proposed by scholars: some argue that this description is not meant to
characterize Socratic art, but to show the inferior imitators of the Socratic
method (Burnet 1914, 224; Taylor 1926, 381). Others argue that D6 is a natural
follow-up to previous definitions and means to show some important
characteristics of sophistry (Moravcsik 1973; Notomi 1999, 65768),12 while still
others argue that this is a genuine description of sophistry."”

I take D6 as a definition of sophistry, not meant to characterize Socratic art.
My position is primarily based on a literal reading of the text, for the Eleatic
visitor, the leader of the entire discussion, after proper warning (“the type we’re
talking about is very slippery [olisthérotaton]”; 231a8), nevertheless accepts this
definition (“let that description of them stand,” 231a8-9; “but still we made a
concession to him and took it that he cleanses the soul of beliefs that interfere
with learning,” 231e4—6). On the other hand, I do agree that the boundary
between sophistry and Socratic art in this passage is intentionally blurred by
Plato, but for reasons differing from those expressed by Notomi. Notomi takes

19 For a similar message, see Theaetetus 210b—d.

1" See, for example, Cornford 1935, 177-82; Trevaskis (1955) against Kerferd (1954); Vlastos
identification without argument (Vlastos 1991, 23).

'2 But in his final analysis, Notomi emphasizes that D6 is intentionally excluded in the final
recapitulation of previous definitions (265a4-9), because “the sophist of noble lineage, though
like a sophist, is not a sophist; he may be Socrates, the philosopher” (274-76). But I think
Notomi over-interprets Plato’s silence here, for the recapitulation at 265a4-9 falls under the
dichotomy between acquisitive and productive art, so it is understandable that the Eleatic
Visitor only summarizes the first five definitions.

13 See Kerferd (1954) and Taylor (2006). Kerferd takes pains to distinguish the “practitioners™
from Socrates, and takes this definition to show Plato’s awareness that sophistry is not only
valuable, but also a preliminary of his own philosophy; Taylor argues that Plato, through the
mouth of the Eleatic visitor, expresses his doubt in the Socratic method, and tends to identify
his method with the sophistic method.
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this blurring as a sign that Plato reconsiders or even questions his previous
attempt at characterizing Socrates as the model philosopher (Notomi 1999,
67-68), but I see a more substantial similarity between Socratic and sophistic art,
such that this kind of blurring is unavoidable.

At this point, the Eleatic visitor’s warning is of special significance. He says
that the similarity between a sophist and what this definition portrays is like that
“between a wolf and a dog, the wildest thing there is and the gentlest...the type
we’re talking about is very slippery” (231a6-8). This comment seems to mean
that there is a general or a “slippery” kind of sophistry, which aims to purify the
soul from its ignorance by means of refutation (elenchos). Sophistry, here
understood as the art of purification by means of refutation, and as the tool to
point out others’ ignorance, has a noble 1ineage.]4 And this noble lineage is
where the similarity between sophistry and the art of purification, or between
wolf and dog, ends. But this art with a noble lineage may be used in either a
positive or a negative way, and here the difference between wolf and dog, the
savage and the tame, begins.

According to my understanding, there are two parts of sophistic or Socratic art:
one destructive and the other constructive. D6 represents the destructive aspect of
sophistic and Socratic art, for they are more or less the same, i.e., from the same
lineage. This destructive role of pointing out others’ ignorance, even taken alone,
presents some purifying force to the soul, for it removes the inappropriate
confidence and arrogance of belief-holders, and paves the way for further
learning. We see the extreme and ironic exhibition of eristic refutation practiced
by the brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus in the Euthydemus, but if we look
at it from a strictly logical point of view, many of Socrates’ refutations are not
much better than this kind of eristic refutation. Some of his refutations are clearly
ad hominem, and others based on bad logic.”” So, in this respect, sophistry and

'* This noble lineage may be connected to Protagoras’ claim that sophistry is an ancient art,
and practiced by such great poets as Homer, Hesiod, and Simonides (Plato, Protagoras
316d-317a). It may well be the case that Plato thinks that dog and wolf come from the same
lineage or the same species; see Kerferd (1954, 86).

15 Beversluis (2000) provides an excellent critical examination of Socrates” tricks. Although I
am in general agreement with his thesis that Socrates wins debates with bad arguments, I do
not agree with every single example he discusses, and I particularly do not share his view that
Socrates does not sincerely want to persuade his interlocutors to care for their souls and to lead
an examined life. What I maintain is that Socrates does sometimes intentionally present bad
arguments to reveal his interlocutors’ ignorance, and the purpose of doing this is precisely to
force them to reexamine their life, as Socrates openly announces. I would like to thank an
anonymous referee for raising the question that none of Beversluis’ examples is decisive to
support his conclusion. It is too big a topic to unfold in this context, but I believe that Socrates’
examination of Meletus in the Apology, his challenge of Hippias in the Hippias Minor, his
refutation of Thrasymachus in the Republic, among others, are all clear examples that Socrates
uses bad argument to win over his interlocutors.
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Socratic art are not far apart, but they are more likely to fall into the same
category, i.e., the art of refutation.'® Since it has a purifying effect and can
potentially serve a still better purpose, it is justified to call it “noble sophistry.”

While the destructive aspect of sophistic and Socratic arts brings them together
under one single category, purification through refutation, their constructive
aspects illustrate their greatest divergence. The previous five definitions and the
final definition taken together present the constructive aspects of sophistry. This
aims at hunting wealthy youth (D1), selling so-called knowledge of virtue either
from the sophists’ self-production or from import (D2-4), making money by
handling private debates (D5), and producing false appearance of wisdom (D7).
We know from Plato’s so-called “Socratic Dialogues” that Socrates, despite his
professed ignorance and lack of knowledge, tries his best to lead the people he
comes across toward living an examined life, a life which concerns the soul
much more than the body, and a virtuous life in the Socratic rather than the
sophistic sense. There is a huge gap, then, between the sophist and Socrates in
Plato’s depiction, as long as we accept the Platonic, rather than the Protagorean,
position that there is objective truth in the world."” Sophists use the eristic art as
a tool to defeat the confidence of students, to show their own wisdom, to make
the students kneel down in front of them, to make their students take what they
teach as the ultimate truth, and, ultimately, to make money from these practices.
Socrates, conversely, uses this similar eristic art as a tool to make his interlocutor
realize his own ignorance, to open him up to a more philosophical way of life,
and, finally, to lead him to embrace a truly virtuous life.

3 The Aporetic Nature of the First Six Definitions

As D6 shows, both the sophists and Socrates are good at revealing others’ beliefs
that are “conflicting with each other at the same time on the same subjects in
relation to the same things and in the same respect,” and thus they are able to trap
their interlocutors in aporia (perplexity, impasse). This is also the signature
characteristic of “Socratic dialogues,” and is precisely what Plato does in the first
six attempts to define sophistry. The only difference from such “Socratic
dialogues” as Laches, Euthyphro, and Meno, is that the present aporia is not
reached by Theaetetus’ own confidence regarding enquiry, but by the Eleatic

'® This similarity explains why Socrates’ contemporaries, including Aristophanes and many
ordinary people, often saw him as a sophist. Recall also that Plato at the beginning of the
dialogue says that philosophers sometimes take on disguise of or misconceived as a sophist
(216d1).

17" As far as Plato’s later conception of philosophy goes (in contrast to that of Socrates), we
may add that the constructive role of a philosopher also consists in the application of the
dialectic method.
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visitor’s intentional guidance.

The aporetic nature of the first six attempts is best testified to by Theaetetus’
remark at the end of the sixth definition: “But the sophist has appeared in lots of
different ways (dia to polla pephanthai). So I'm confused (aporo de egoge)
about what expression or assertion could convey the truth about what he really
is” (231b9—c2). Why is Theaetetus so confused? It is because the Eleatic stranger
leads him to see sophistry from many different angles, to draw conclusions from
different branches of the division, and to reveal different appearances
(phantasmata) of sophist (232a1-6)."® As shown above, the first six definitions
are taken from two strikingly different branches of “art,” the acquisitive and the
discriminative, and the latter is not even introduced in the first place. D1 and D5
belong to different branches of possession-taking art, i.e., hunting and combat.
D24 move swiftly among different branches of the art of selling.'” The
transitions between different definitions are abrupt, the later definitions are not
built on the previous ones, and when a new definition is given, the Eleatic Visitor
never makes effort to explain in what way the previous ones are inappropriate or
in need of modification, as if all definitions are equally likely to illustrate the
nature of the sophist.

But as Sophist 230b4—d4 (quoted above) and many other aporetic attempts in
Platonic works show, to be in aporia may not be a bad thing, and it can very well
be a positive step toward final enlightenment. And this is exactly the case in our
present context. Although so far we only have various appearances of the sophist,
appearances (phantasmata) may lead to truth (alétheia), just like beliefs (doxai)
may lead to knowledge (epistémé). Then what positive elements do the first six
definitions contribute to the final one? We can see these contributions more
clearly after we examine the final definition in some detail.

4 The Final Definition of Sophistry (231b-268d)

Unlike most commentators, I would not like to see the philosophically more
important “Middle Part” (236d-264b) as separable from the so-called “Outer
Part,” or see this part as a so-called philosophical “digression,” but rather, I

'8 That the sophist has many appearances is first indicated at the beginning of the second
attempt: “even in what we’ve just said earlier it actually presents the appearance (phantasma)
of being not what we’re now saying, but a different type” (223c3—4).

% Inconsistency in division is, in addition to the fact that sophistry is not qualified as an art,
another major problem that Brown (2010) finds in Plato’s attempts of defining sophistry. But I
do not think that this is a real problem, since the first six definitions only mean to show some
appearances of sophistry, not its essence, we can allow this kind of inconsistency to exist. On
this point, I am more inclined to follow Cohen (1973), who holds that divisions are not meant
to be exclusive, and that rather, they allow us to see the same object from different branches.



578 LIU Wei

would like to see the entirety of 231b—-268d as a continuous attempt to give a
final blow to the sophist, because, throughout this philosophically difficult
discussion, the Eleatic Visitor and Theaetetus have the task of defining sophistry
continuously in mind (239c¢4-7, 241b4—c6, 241d9—e5, 253c¢8-9, 254a4-7,
260c11-d4, 261a4-b4). They clearly see this discussion as solving the problem
they encounter in the process of defining the sophist (264c10—dl). As the
following discussion will show, this discussion is an essential contribution to the
final definition of sophistry.

4.1 Sophistry as a Productive Art

The final definition goes straight to the heart of Theaetetus’ confusion, i.e., the
manifold appearances of the sophist, and defines the sophist as an
appearance-maker. Since this is the essence of sophistry, there is no wonder that
their previous pursuit that only grasped at appearance fails.*’

A striking feature of this definition is that it shifts from the branch of
acquisitive art to productive art, for it is through imitation, a kind of “game”
(paidia, 234a6, 235a6) and a kind of productive art (265a10-11), that the sophist
can claim to dispute and to teach everything (issues about gods, visible things in
the heaven and on the earth, problems of being and becoming, political issues,
and other arts are mentioned as what they teach; 232b11-e5), which is clearly
impossible to “know” in a strict sense (231d-235a). And here a new paradigm
(paradeigma, 233d3), painting (graphike), is introduced to illustrate sophistry
(234b7). As a painter can fool inexperienced people into believing the painting to
be the thing it is portraying, the sophist can fool the ignorant audience to believe
what is asserted as the truth. It is through the art of imitation that the sophist
manages to make the students think that they are knowledgeable about the topic
at hand, such that it seems that the sophist has apparent knowledge (doxastiké
episteme, 233¢c10) about everything.

But, as they divide the art of imitation into likeness-making (eikastiké) and
appearance-making (phantastiké, or apparition-making), Theaetetus becomes
confused about which branch the sophist should fall into (236¢9-d4), and thus a
new aporia arises, because, as the Eleatic Visitor explains, there are deeper
problems concerning this classification, namely: (1) how appearance is possible,
(2) how falsity is possible, and (3) how what-is-not is possible. The
entertainment of these questions is the sophist’s usual tricks, and also the
“counter-attack” (Notomi’s pharase) of the sophist against the hunters, for if

% Some commentators see this as an application of the method of collection (sunagogé), the
other half of dialectic method in addition to division, such as Gill (2006) and Sayer (2007).
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there is no such thing as a “false statement,” how can one define the sophist as
someone producing a false appearance and thus as a deceiver?

After the clarification and explanation of these problems in the long Middle
Part, the Eleatic Visitor leads the way back to where they stuck, i.e., the
attribution of sophist to the two branches of imitative art,”' likeness-making and
appearance-making (264c7-9), and this time they classify the sophist as a
member of the latter branch. Then, they manage to proceed step by step and
eventually finish the division (see Diagram 8). The Eleatic Visitor first divides
productive art into two perspectives, one being human and divine, then further
into original-making (autopoietikon) and copy-making (eidolopoiikon), which
makes a fourfold division of all productive arts: divine original-making, divine
copy-making, human original-making, and human copy-making. Under human
copy-making art he goes back to their previous aporia, placing the sophist in the
branch of appearance-making (phantastikon), instead of likeness-making
(eikastikon). Then appearance-making art is further divided into two, depending
on whether it requires tools: the type that uses tools may be called artistic
representation, and this includes painting and sculpture, and the other that uses
the human body and voice as tools is called imitation or mimicking. This
imitative art is further divided into two according to whether the imitator has
knowledge of the object of imitation: the variety that has knowledge is called
“informed imitation” (historike mimesis, 267¢2), and the other that is
accompanied by ignorance (agnoia) or belief (doxa) is called “belief-imitation”
(doxomimétike, 267el). Belief-imitation is then divided into two according to
whether the imitator realizes his or her own ignorance: if the imitator is unaware
of this ignorance and professes knowledge of things which only rises to the level
of belief, then the imitator is called a “sincere imitator” or “simple imitator”
(haplos mimetes), but, if the imitator realizes this ignorance but still pretends to
know, then this is a “insincere imitator” or “ironical imitator” (eironikos
mimétes).” The art of insincere imitation is then divided into two, one for public
long speeches, and the other for private short speeches and for making people
contradict themselves. It is here that the final and satisfactory definition of
sophistry, D7, lies: “imitation of the contrary-speech-producing, insincere and

2! There is an inconsistency in the uses of “imitation” (mimésis) in 231b-236d and 264b—268d.
In 231b-236d, imitation is used to refer to the general art of image-making art or
representative art, while in 264b—268d, it is used to refer to a species of appearance-making art,
i.e., mimicking others with one’s own body or voice.

22 This phrase once again recalls Socratic art, but here the point is different from that of D6,
which emphasizes the similarity of sophistic and Socratic art. In this context, Socratic art
cannot oppose sophistic art more. For Socrates is called “ironical” because people think he
knows those things which he pretends not to know; whereas the sophist is called “ironical”
because he knows that he does not know the things which he pretends to know.
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belief-imitation, of the appearance-making kind of copy-making, the
world-juggling part of production that’s marked off as human and not divine”
(268¢c8-d2).”

Pr?giuction
Divi/r/l/e Human
Original—maill(ing C'opy-making
Likenss-making/ Ap;/)/earance—making
Using {(;(;ls Using oneself (imitation)

Knowledge  Opinion

Unaware of Aware of
ignorance ignorance
(sincere imitator) (insincere imitator)

Public speéch Private debate

Diagram 8 Definition Seven
4.2 The Philosophical Contribution of the Middle Part

As mentioned above, the so-called “Middle Part” provides philosophical ground
for the final definition of sophistry. Space does not allow us to go into detail with
this extremely rich passage; what instead will suffice, for the present purpose, is
meant to indicate several points that this Middle Part contributes.

First and foremost, the Middle Part clarifies how appearance-making
(phantastike) is possible, and this is done through the solution of three related
questions: (1) how appearance (phantasma) is possible (263d-264b), (2) how
falsity is possible (262¢e-263d), and (3) how what-is-not is possible
(257b-259b).** The latter two are deeper problems beneath the first, and the
solution of the latter two is for the purpose of solving the first. Therefore, the

2 The idea of “World juggling” (en logois to thaumatopoiikon) is first introduced at 235b5: “a
kind of magician” (thaumatopoion tis).

?* Here are summaries of the answers reached through complicated arguments. For (3): “when
we say what which is not, we don’t say something contrary to that which is, but only
something different from it” (257b23—4); for (2): if someone says “different things as the same
or not beings as beings, then it definitely seems that false speech really and truly arises from
that kind of putting together of verbs and names” (263d1—4); for (1): “since there is true and
false speech, and...thinking (dianoia) appeared to be the soul’s conversation with itself, belief
(doxa) the conclusion of thinking, it follows that since these are all the same kind of thing as
speech, some of them must sometimes be false” (264a8-b3).
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sequence of Plato’s solution to the problems is the opposite of the actual listing
of the problems, with the discussion of the dialectical method (253c6-254b6)
being the peak of the Middle Part (also of the entire dialogue).”

Secondly, the important distinction between knowledge and belief, a new
element in the final definition, is implied in the discussion of the essence (phusis)
of what-is and what-is-not.*® For to call belief a kind of ignorance means
precisely someone who only has a belief failing to understand the genuine
what-is (which is anything that has capacity [dunamis] to do to be affected;
247d8-e4), and combining what-is with what-is-not. The distinction between
knowledge and belief is also related to the analysis of the structure of statements
(logos) into nouns and verbs, and the primitive correspondence theory of truth
(261¢—263d).”’

Thirdly, the philosophical ground for the final step of the final definition, i.e.,
the sophist leading others to contradict themselves, is established on the basis of
a distinction of denial (apophasis) of what is “contrary” (emnantion) and
“different” (heteron) (257b3—c3), which is the key to understanding the
“communion of kinds.”

4.3 The Aporetic Contribution of the First Six Definitions

We are now in a better position to answer the question posed at the end of
Section Three. What contribution do the first six definitions make to the final
definition? Collectively, the most important contribution they make is showing
that the sophist has many appearances, and that their appearances may be far
away from their essence. This distance between appearance and essence is the
key to understanding the final definition, and to grasping the nature or “essence”
of the sophist. The final definition goes directly to the heart of the issue, defining
the sophist as someone who makes an image of wisdom. It turns out that this
appearance of wisdom is the pivot point for all of the previous appearances, for
without this appearance of wisdom, i.e., without the appearance of superiority,
the sophist would not be able to hunt down wealthy youth, or to sell the learning
of virtue to them, or to present themselves as being able to dispute on everything,
or to remove previous opinions and confidence from their minds (see 233b1-7

% See Notomi for a nice diagram to illustrate this structure (Notomi 1999, 172). But I do not
see appearance and image as two distinguished problems, and I also combine the problem
concerning what-is with that concerning what-is-not.

26 This distinction is surely related to the discussion in Theaetetus, Meno, Republic and other
dialogues.

27 As Frede says, “whatever knowledge is, it does involve knowing that something is
so-and-so. In that sense, it involves beliefs. But to understand beliefs, one has to understand
statements or assertions” (Frede 1996, 148).
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for the importance of the appearance of wisdom). In other words, it is the
productive art in D7 that makes the various acquisitive arts in D1-5 and the
discriminative art in D6 possible. But, here arises a new question: when we say
that the sophist appears to be hunter, retailer, wholesaler, athlete, and purifier, do
we mean that the sophist is really a hunter, retailer, wholesaler, athlete and
purifier, or does the sophist merely seem to be so without being so in fact? I
think the sophist really is so. That the appearance of wisdom is false does not
affect the sophist in his making use of this false appearance to hunt wealthy
youth, to make money as a merchant, to win disputes, and to remove previous
beliefs from others’ minds. It is these actual practices, not the false appearance of
wisdom, that gives them the (genuine) appearance of those listed above.

A second role played collectively by the first six definitions is that of
practicing the method of division, beginning from a paradigm (that of the angler)
and reaching an undividable terminus by a series of dichotomous divisions.
Although these divisions are exercised in the wrong categories of acquisitive and
discriminative arts, the interlocutor nevertheless gets an opportunity to
familiarize the uninitiated with this relatively unfamiliar method. This exercise
facilitates the last blow to the sophist within the correct category.

The third collective role played by the first six definitions is the destructive
function of disputation discussed above (Sophist 230b4—d4, Meno b9—2), i.e.,
preparing an appropriate mindset for the real investigation. The first six attempts
generate great confusion and presumably more curiosity in Theaetetus (also in
Plato’s audience or readers). Consequently he is more willing and more
determined to follow the Eleatic Visitor’s guidance through the philosophically
difficult Middle Part.

Taken individually, these definitions, though not capturing the “essence” of
sophistry (for they fail to put sophistry in the right category of productive art), do
grasp some incidental characteristics of sophistry and provide insights to
understand it, and the final definition does incorporate the correct elements of the
first six. D5 comes up first in this regard, for at the outset of the final attempt, the
Eleatic Visitor picks out disputation (antilogikon) and teaching others as the
same thing, a key element in D5, and that which exhibits sophistry especially
clearly (232b3-9).%* Besides, we see that sophistry is concerned with discourse
(logos) in all first six definitions, that it cares about making money in D1-DS5,
that it is directed at the soul in D2—4 and D6, and that it is done in private in D1
and DS5.

28 1t is no surprise that Notomi takes disputation or controverting as the core of sophistic art. It
is this skill, not a particular kind of knowledge that makes the sophist appear to argue well on
all subjects (Notomi 1999, 109).
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Having realized what role the first six attempts play in the final definition, we
understand why Plato takes pains to write the somewhat confusing passage of
218d-231e, instead of pursuing the definition right from 232a, and we can also
grasp the positively aporetic nature of the first six definitions. The entire pursuit
of the definition of the sophist and of sophistry, successful as it is, leaves a
further aporia for all of us: if the sophist imitates the wise and makes an image of
wisdom, then who is the wise man, and what is his essence? This question points
to the unfulfilled task of defining the philosopher alongside the sophist and the
statesman (217a), opening a new territory for investigation.

To summarize, the entire pursuit of the definition of sophistry provides a
perfect example of Plato’s dialectic method, which ascends from appearance to
essence, from opinions to knowledge. It also provides a perfect example of
Plato’s masterful pedagogical skill. He possesses such skills to interweave
complex philosophical theorizing into lively discussion, and he is able to
patiently lead his audience through a seemingly dark jungle to the bright light at
the end of the thorny journey. And this terrain, now in the light of day, in turn,
also points to a new direction for future exploration, as the task of philosophy
must always go on.
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