Aufklarung

Revista de Filos:
SIS T I TCI T TSI ]

ISSN: 2318-9428. N.1, Vol.1, Abril de 2014. p. 33-57
http://periodicos.ufpb.br/ojs/index.php/arf
Sumbetido: Fev.2014 / Aprovado: Abr.2014

Is THE SENSIBLE AN ILLUSION?
THE REVISITED ONTOLOGY OF THE SOPHIST

[10 SENSIVEL E UMA ILUSAO?
REVISITANDO A ONTOLOGIA DO SOFiISTA]

ABSTRACT: In this paper we argue that, in
the Sophist, Plato provides the reader some
elements about a revision of his ontology
behind the discussion about the nature of
non-being. We would want to show that
the analysis of the notion of image gives
some indications concerning the nature of
the sensible, which is usually described as
an image of the intelligible.

KEYWORDS: ontology, Sophist, Non-being,
Plato

Luca Pitteloud *
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que, no Sofista, Platdo apresenta alguns
elementos sobre arevisdo de sua ontologia
que subjaz a discuss@o sobre a natureza do
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INTRODUCTION

want to argue in this paper that, in the Sophist, behind the
discussion about the nature of non-being, Plato provides the
reader some elements about a revision of his ontology. First, the
analysis of the notion of image gives some indications concerning
the nature of the sensible, which is usually described as an image
of the intelligible (Républic 50929 and 509e¢l-2, Timaeus 52c).
Second, since the dialogue seems to assume that not only Forms
are part of the realm of being, but what is in motion too, it will
appear that sensible objects must somehow belong to being. The
focus of this paper is the revision of the nature of the sensible.
Naturally, it is well known that the question of the Forms
in the Sophist is highly controversial, and the recent discussions
about the dialogue have been considering mainly the different
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senses of the verb “to be”. A tendency to read the Sophist as a
piece of semantic work has appeared in the last sixty years
among the scholarship, and the metaphysical value of the
dialogue has been questioned. For Owen (1986), Frede (1967)
and Acrill (1957), the Sophist distinguishes explicitly the
different meanings of the verb einai: Frede argues that the
existential sense (complete) is not present in Plato, and when the
34 philosopher is using this verb, it is always in a predicative
(incomplete) sense. In this way, in the Sophist, the distinction
between auta kath’hauta and pro alla points out two different
sorts of predication of einai. Other scholars argue as well about
the primary sense of being in the Sophist: it is essentially
copulative (Kahn (2003)) or existential (Brown (1986)). Finally
it has been asked and discussed if for Plato it was possible to
attribute properties to a non-existent object (Malcolm (2006)
and Leigh (2007)). Without going into too many details, it seems
clear that limiting the interest of the Sophist to the question of
what are the different senses of “to be” does not allow a full
understanding of what is happening in this dialogue: is it highly
plausible that a discussion concerning the meaning of the verb
“einai” has much to do with the nature of the Forms, especially
if we keep in mind that, for Plato, the use of names is based on
the existence of the Forms. Another question arises here: does
the arguments concerning the nature of an image have nothing to
do with the description of the sensible as an image of the
intelligible?
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It might seem suspicious to use the Sophist in order to
draw ontological consequences concerning the Forms and the
sensible objects, nevertheless, it appears clear that, indirectly,
the dialogue deals with some essential aspects of Plato’s
metaphysics. In the book V of the Republic (476c-479d), Plato
has asked a delicate question: if the intelligible is equivalent to
the reality of being, what can be said about the sensible? As
knowledge is related to what is and ignorance to what is not,
what are then the objects of opinion? The answer is clear:
opinions are opinions of sensible objects. Now, sensible objects
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are not equivalent to being but to becoming. But here, we seem
to have a difficulty: becoming is neither being nor non-being.
How then can sensible objects be neither being nor non-being?
They are only four possibilities and none of them seems to apply
to sensible objects: are they being, non-being, both being and
non-being, or a third ontological category beyond being and
non-being. As it appears that for Plato 1) the alternative
being/non-being is exclusive and 2) that there is no third 35

ontological category, then sensible objects cannot be “being”,
“non-being”, a mixture of being and non-being or a third
ontological category. Plato clearly afflrms that when he has
Socrates say: «koi 00T’ elval obTe pf givar o0&V adTdV SuvaTOV

nayiog vofjoal, ovte auedtepa ovte ovdétepovy.” (Republic
479c3-5)

In this way, if Forms are the only reality which belongs to
the family of being, the nature of the sensible, as being between
being and non-being (described several times as “intermediary”
- “neta&l”) appears quite problematical. Now if the Sophist,
following Parmenides’ injunction, asserts that there is only being
(237a-239c¢), which is for Plato, the intelligible, then no status
can be guaranteed to the sensible. Since, in the Sophist, Plato is
precisely going to show that what is not true (the false) insofar
as it is @ non-being, has somehow fo be, otherwise no sophist
could ever be criticized, since the sophist is producing false
discourses, it seems plausible that the elucidation of the nature
of non-being, exemplified by the notions of falsehood and
image, will hold some interest for the question of the sensible as
an image of the intelligible. Let’s ask the following question: is
the sensible an image of the intelligible? If yes, what sort of
image is it, and finally what is the nature of such an image
according to the Sophist?
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1.IS THE SENSIBLE AN ILLUSION?

The general argument of the Sophist is the following: if we
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want to give an account of the sophist in order to be able to
criticize him, and if there is a kind of equivalence between, on
the one hand, being and truth, and on the other one, non-being
and falsehood, then we need to be able to find out a definition of
non-being, since if non-being does not exist, as Parmenides
seems to have asserted (237a-b), then false discourses could not
be explained, and consequently, the sophist could not be painted

36 as a producer of false discourses. If there is no false discourse

AUFKLARUNG, ISSN 2318-9428, N.1, V.1, ABRIL DE 2014. p. 33-57

possible, then everything can be qualified as true discourse, a
claim which would clearly satisfy the sophist. Thus, the old
Parmenidian saying which assumes that “non-being is not” has
to be clarified and revised (237b-239¢). The dialogue will result
by a definition of non-being as “the different” (239d-259d),
which will have as a consequence that the false will be described
as what is different of the true. Thus the sophist will be
described as an impostor who is dealing with illusion and not
reality (233a-237b). In this way, the sophist is a producer of
images of reality. Now an image, since it is not really what it
resembles, is different from its model, and in this sense, is a
non-being.

The sophist does not know everything, although he claims
it, but possesses merely the appearance of the knowledge of
things. He can be defined as a magician, or as an imitator of the
real things (235al: «mdtepov 11N T00TO0GAPEC, OTL TAOV YONTOV
€otl TIc, LUNTNC OV TOV dviev, (...) »). However they are two
different ways of making imitations: 1) the first one consists in
making a copy of an object, a copy which would respect the
initial properties or proportions of the model; 2) the second
consists in adjusting these properties in order to make a more
beautiful result that it would have been if the artist would have
kept the original proportions: «Ap' obv 00 yaipewv 1O GAn0&C
€0oavieg ol dnuiovpyol vV 0V TAC 0VGAC CUUUETPIOG AAANL TOG
doEovaoag elval kKaAdg Toic eidmdAolg évanepydlovtarl; (236a4-6)».
Would the original proportions have been preserved, the copy
would not have appeared beautiful fo the observer. Nevertheless,
it has to be noted that this copy has to be called an
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illusion/appearance (@pdavtocua), since it possesses only an
appearing beauty:

Now, what are we going to call something that appears to be
like a beautiful thing, but only because it’s seen from a
viewpoint that’s not beautiful, and would seem unlike the
thing it claims to be like if you came to be able to see such
large things adequately? If it appears the way the thing does
but in fact isn’t like it, isn’t it an appearance?! (translation
N.P. White)

In this way an imitation, which appears like (paivetal) an
object without being really like (£ouwce) it, should be referred as
an illusion (@dvtacpa). Even if the aim of this passage is
primary to reach a definition of the sophist as a producer of
illusions, it might be relevant to compare it with the allegory of
the Cave: the dunamis mentioned here can be associated with
the capacity of seeing the reality for what it is, and not for what
it appears to be, capacity that will possess the prisoner of the
Cave once he will be freed. After having seen the real world, he
shall eventually make the difference between the original and its
copies:

When one of them was freed and suddenly compelled to
stand up, turn his head, walk, and look up toward the light,
he’d be pained and dazzled and unable to see the things
whose shadows he’d seen before. What do you think he’d
say, if we told him that what he’d seen before were non-
sense (i.e. illusions) (pAvopiag), [d] but that now—Dbecause
he is a bit closer to the things that are and is turned towards
things that are more—he sees more correctly?? (translation
G.M.A. Grube)

Here as well, Plato describes a capacity to distinguish
between what is the reality and what is merely an illusion of
reality (@Avapia - non-sense). Furthermore, education,
conceived as a conversion (meptdyw) of the soul towards what
really is, makes it possible to distinguish between the original
and its copy. This capacity of distinction is underlined again a
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few lines after:

When you are used to it, you’ll see vastly better than the
people there. And because you’ve seen the truth about fine,
just, and good things, you’ll know each image for what it is
and also that of which it is the image.?

Is it legitimate to compare the passage of the Sophist with
the ones of the Cave, since the first one compares what is really
beautiful and what has only the appearance of it, whereas the
two other ones compare the original and its images. In the case
of the Cave, is it possible to conceive the sensible reality as an
illusion (@dvtacua)? In other words, a comparison between the
model and its images is a different thing if the image is a faithful
copy, even of a lesser value, or if it is an illusion. What is the
real objective of the argumentation in the Sophist? If the sophist
is described as a producer of illusions, it is important to be able
to define what an illusion is. An illusion is what has the
appearance of a reality without sharing the same properties. But
in the case of the discussion quoted above, Plato argues that the
fact of considering an object beautiful, whereas this object has
merely an appearance of beauty (and is so an illusion of beauty),
is generated by the point of view of an observer. Now, this is
precisely the situation of the prisoners in the Cave. Plato insists
on that fact that there are two different ways of considering the
sensible objects: either as 1) originals, or ii) as images of the
Forms. The Cave describes precisely the situation of men who
take copies for originals, whereas philosophers should take them
for what they are, namely images of the Forms. In this way,
when we take the sensible objects for the originals and not for
images, we attribute to them a reality that they don’t really have.
Nevertheless they are not totally deprived from reality precisely
because they are images of the Forms. This does not indicate
that sensible objects are illusions but that the situation which
consists in taking them for what they are not, namely originals
instead of images, is equivalent to a process which makes them
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appear, according to some point of view, as illusions. In fact, an
illusion fools the observer with regards to the nature of the
object. Now this error does not depend necessarily on the nature
of the object, but can also depend on the way in which this
nature is considered. In other words, sensible objects are not
illusions in themselves, however if they are taken for what they
are not, they would, in consequence, belong to the domain of
illusions. As in the situation of the prisoners deep inside the 39
Cave, the sophists try to make us take an image for an original, .
and in this sense, they produce illusions. In short, the prisoner in
the Cave is in the same situation as all of us when the sophists
fool us.

One might object that in the Sophist the question is not the
nature of the sensible objects as images of the Forms, and that
Plato’s metaphysical hypothesis is not explicitly expressed in
these pages. As in the Republic Book X (595a-597b), these lines
deal with a theory of production of images and not with the
nature of sensible objects. This should point out that nothing
allows associating sensible objects with illusions, especially if
illusions are described as fooling images presented to a
spectator. 1f this spectator would come closer to an illusion,
which does not respect the original proportions, for instance, she
would immediately understand that she has an image in front of
her (236b). Does the question of the point of view of the
spectator disqualify any metaphysical interpretation of this
passage?
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The doctrinal unity, which can be found in Plato, might as
well indicate that his theory of art has to be justified by a
metaphysical basis. As we have just said, the introduction of the
spectator does recall the situation of the freed prisoner who
realized that he was contemplating illusions. The last division
(265b-269b) of the dialogue suggests with more strength this
idea. In 266a, Plato distinguishes between human and divine
productions. It is it true that the analysis is only going to deal
with the former. However, since in both situations, we face the
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cases of production of images according to a model (as well as

according to other images), it seems legitimate to ask the

question of the link between the divine production of the images

and the fashioning of the cosmos in the Timaeus, a dialogue in

which the model is explicitly identified with the Forms (30c-d)*.

Furthermore, in the case of human images, the introduction of

the observer will complete the picture: in order for a spectator to

4(0 have the impression that he is looking at a faithful copy, the

eidolourgike must change the original proportions. Furthermore,

there is a fundamental difference between a copy and an

illusion: the first one is related to the model whereas the second
one is an imitation of a copy.

This, naturally, recalls the analysis of Republic Book X
about the difference between imitating an object as it is or as it
appears (See 596e-597a). Insofar as an image can either be a
copy or an illusion, and since the difference depends on what is
chosen as a model, it might be possible to understand this
division as depicting two ways of considering the image in
relation to a model, the model being intelligible or not. Finally,
the differentiation in the fourth division between a scientific
mimesis («UeT' EMoTAUNG I6TOPIKNY TIve piunowv»: 267e2) and a
doxomimetic one («pipnotwv dofopuntiknvy: 267el) seems to
imply that the first one has to be an imitation of the intelligible,
since an imitation based on the science cannot have sensible
entities as objects. Thus, considering an image either as a copy
or as an illusion could well indicate, in an extra-artistic level,
that for human beings, as spectators of the world, we apprehend
the sensible either as a copy or as an illusion. But, and that is the
important point, this does not depend on the nature of the
sensible objects, which are in themselves copies of the
intelligible and not illusions. On the contrary it is only a
question of point of view.
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In this way, the analyses of the Sophist concerning the
nature of an image clarify an important point: an image in itself
has not to be an illusion but can simply be a copy. Since the
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sensible is an image of the intelligible, it was legitimate to
wonder if this image was an illusion or not. The Sophist,
following the Republic, claims that the fundamental difference
between an image and an illusion is related to the point of view
of the observer. Now, since the sensible is an image of the
intelligible, it can be claimed that it is a copy, which can be
considered as an illusion when it is taken for what it is not,— —
namely an original and not an image. This is of some importance 41
concerning the metaphysics of the sensible: sensible objects are
deficient of the Forms they participate in. This does not imply
that sensible objects are completely different from the Forms in
terms of properties, but that they posses some degree of
resemblance with the Forms. More than that, sensible objects
possess some intelligibility in them, exactly as copies possess
some of the properties of the original even if they are
fundamentally different from it. An illusion, on the other hand,
does not possess any property of the original, since the original
proportions are not even conserved, but still resembles it. Thus,
it seems that after having clarified the question of the point of
view, Plato needs to turn now to the general nature of the image,
as an entity which reassembles another one, if he wants to go
beyond the aporia of Republic V, concerning the situation of the
sensible between being and non-being. This is precisely what’s
going on in the following pages of the dialogue.
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2. WHAT Is AN IMAGE?

The Eleatic Stranger (ES) explicitly recognizes in the next
lines the problematic nature of the image:

This appearing, and this seeming but not being, and [e] this
saying things but not true things—all these issues are full of
confusion, just as they always have been. It’s extremely
hard, Theaetetus, to say what form of speech we should use
to say that there really is such a thing as false saying or
believing, and moreover to utter this without being caught
[237] in a verbal conflict.’
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This passage draws a link between what appears
(paivecBor) and what is not true (dAnOf un). Now, what is not
true is the same thing as the false (yevdt]). As it seems that the
sophists deal with the false, and so produce illusions, it has to be
recalled that, according to the Republic, knowledge is related to

being and ignorance to non-being (477a), which implies that
42 only Forms are objects of knowledge. Furthermore, sensible
objects are objects of opinion, an intermediary between
knowledge and ignorance (478d5-9). Thus, neither sensible
objects nor a discourse which concerns them can be associated
directly with the false.

If an illusion has, as object, the false, which is coextensive
with non-being, then it has to be supposed that the false is
somehow something (237a3-4: «TetoAunkev 6 Adyoc 00DTOG
Vo0éc0al O pun Ov eivor yeddog yap odk dv dAAwc dyiyveto
6v»). In order to refute the sophist, we need to be able to affirm
that an image (and consequently an illusion) possesses some
degree of existence. Now to do that, we need, if we admit the
strong link between falsehood and non-being, to grant falsehood
and non-being some degree of existence. Plato seems to assume
here interconnectivity between non-being and image since an
image is not what it is a copy of, exactly as a lie is not the truth.
On the one hand Parmenides, according to the ES, has asserted
the impossibility for non-being to be: «Ov yap uf mote todTO
dauf}, enotv, eivar uny dévra: GAAL o THd' dg' 650D Siluevog
glpye vonua.» (237a7-8); on the other one, Plato seems to
transform this affirmation by interpreting it as concerning only
what is absolutely not (137b7-8: t0 undaudg 0v). What is then
the problem about the being of non-being? The argument goes
like that:
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VISITOR: But anyway this much is obvious to us, that that
which is not can’t be applied to any of those which are.
THEAETETUS: Of course not.

VISITOR: So if you can’t apply it to that which is, it
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wouldn’t be right either to apply it to something.
THEAETETUS: Why not?

[d] VISITOR: It’s obvious to us that we always apply this
something to a being, since it’s impossible to say it by itself,
as if it were naked and isolated from all beings. Isn’t that
right?¢

Although this passage is difficult and controversial (the
first “4i” if assumed would ruined the argument”), it seems that it 43
clearly distinguishes between two meanings of being, namely
being something (sense attributive) and being fout court (sense
existential), so that it would claim that in order to attribute a
property to an X, this object must beforehand exist. This would
imply that non-being if it is attributed to a determined object,
should at the same time be attributed to an object which exists.
Now, since it is impossible to attribute non-being to being (in an
existential sense), then non-being cannot be attributed to a some-
thing (qua a property of a being). This implies that if a property
has to be really attributed to an object, this object must before
all exist (note that this is a different problem from the question
of imaginary beings). Furthermore, Plato seems to assume the
reciprocal conclusion as well: if to be something, an object must
beforehand be (exist), it seems that to exists, an object has also
to be something. There is no such thing as a pure existent being
without properties. It appears that after having distinguished
between being something and being fout court, Plato asserts that
both are related and each of them does not go without the other:
there is no attribution without existence and there is no
existence without attribution. From this argument, the ES goes
on by pointing out that Parmenides’ words should be applied to
non-being in itself:
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VISITOR: Do you understand, then, that it’s impossible to
say, speak, or think that which is not itself correctly by
itself? It’s unthinkable, unsayable, unutterable, and
unformulable in speech.®
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This passage is actually by no means in contradiction with
the precedent. No need here to presuppose the existence of a
Form of Non-Being, but, on the contrary, which is not itself by
itself could refer to what does not exist. Thus, there is no
ontological status for what does not exist. However the last
passage claimed as well that, as existence and properties are
linked, there is no room either for what has no properties, since
44 to exist signifies to have some properties. It can be underlined
here that this is in agreement with the hypothesis of Forms: qua
perfect paradigms, Forms are fully what sensible objects only
possess deficiently. Forms are fully existent beings and perfect
properties at the same time. In this way, the two senses of being
cannot be dissociated with regards to Forms. What about
sensible objects? It seems to have two alternatives: 1) either they
possess only in appearance the properties that the Forms fully
are, and in this way, they are only illusions and non-beings in
the sense that they are an ontological modulation of the false, ii)
or they possess somehow these properties, and cannot be
consequently non-beings. As we have suggested, the Republic
points out clearly that sensible objects cannot be non-being, and
the Sophist by distinguishing between an illusion and a copy,
could as well be suggesting that sensible objects as copies of the
Forms cannot be non-being/existing entities, but must somehow
belong to the category of being. Illusions, insofar as they are
synonymous with falsehood, are non-beings in the sense that
they are different from being. This will be Plato’s answer in the
Sophist. Still, are the other types of images different from being
as well?
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3.IMAGE, SENSIBLE AND BEING

What kind of being is an image in general? This is
precisely what the ES will ask in the next lines by examining the
nature of an image. This seems to go beyond the initial aim of
criticizing the sophist as a producer of illusions: we shall argue
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here that through the analysis of the notion of image (declined
as illusion and copy), Plato will bring some relevant elements
with regards to his metaphysics and more precisely with regards
to the nature of sensible objects qua images of Forms.

If they are three types of images (1: a copy-duplication, 2:
a copy-imitation and 3: a copy-illusion), it might be relevant to

ask, what kind of images are the sensible objects in Plato’s

mind? It’s seems clear that, since Forms and sensible objects are
different ontological levels, we do not face here a theory of
duplication. Furthermore, as we have seen, there might be two
ways of considering sensible objects: 1) either as images of
Forms, or ii) as originals. In the latter case, it seems reasonable
to affirm that, if a person takes an object for what it is not, then
this object will be somehow an illusion to him. But what exactly
signifies to take an object for what it is not? And more
generally, what is the difference between an object and its
images even when they are taken by the observer for images?

In this way, the nature itself of an illusion depends on the
fact that an object is presented a) by someone b) to someone c)
according to some point of view. Since sensible objects take part
in Forms, they possess in themselves some degree of
intelligibility and are, nevertheless, radically different from
Forms. Thus they are images and not illusions, and an
elucidation of the notion of image is important here. This is
precisely what takes place in the following lines of the Sophist:

THEAETETUS: What in the world would we say a copy is,
sir, except something that’s made similar to a true thing and
is another thing that’s [b] like it?

VISITOR: You’re saying it’s another true thing like it? Or
what do you mean by like it?

THEAETETUS: Not that it’s true at all, but that it
resembles the true thing.

VISITOR: Meaning by true, really being?

THEAETETUS: Yes.

VISITOR: And meaning by not true, contrary of true?
THEAETETUS: Of course.

VISITOR: So you’re saying that that which is like is not
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really that which is, if you speak of it as not true.
THEAETETUS: But it is, in a way.

VISITOR: But not truly, you say.

THEAETETUS: No, except that it really is a likeness.
VISITOR: So it’s not really what is, but it really is what we
call a likeness?

THEAETETUS: Maybe that which is not is woven together
with that which [c] is in some way like that—it’s quite
bizarre.’

It seems always suspicious to translate «aAn0ivoc» by
really instead of truly, as does for example Ambuel'?, especially
in the context of the Sophist which insists on the strong link
between being and truth. Nevertheless, this passage appears to
associate the true (&An0ivog) and what is really (6vtog 6v). The
latter expression is usually used to describe the intelligible as
being precisely what is the truest reality. The association
between the true and the real, which is usually endorsed by
Plato, is put forward in this argumentation, precisely because the
aim of the argument is to show how false discourses, produced
by the sophist, even if they do not refer to non-being (in an
existential sense), do not have as objects what really is. The
argument goes like that: 1) what is true, really exists; 2) what is
not true, as it is the contrary of the true, does not exist really; 3)
what is like is not true; 4) an image is like an original, so 4) an
image is not really. The most important point is that an image is
not true, hence not real. Now this can be applied to both a copy
and an illusion. Both of them are not really the thing they are
images of.

It seems clear that this argument comes from a
Parmenidean vision of being, as Plato interprets it, with a strong
link between truth and being, and consequently between
falsehood and non-being. However an image, which is not
really, is really something, namely an image (gikov dvtwg), and
so, in that sense, being and non-being are associated in a strange
(&dtomov) way. The ES is anticipating here the final thesis of the
dialogue, which is that non-being exists, not as the contrary of
being, but as what is different from being (239d-259d). The
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image is different from being in the same sense that it is
different from the model, and at the same time it possesses its
own identity and being, namely by the fact of heing an image.

In this way, an image will be some being (and exist) in so
much as it is really an image. This is why the ES is lead to
revise the thesis of Parmenides, not by committing a parricide
(241d), but by assuming, not only that non-being, under some 47
conditions, is, but also that being is not: «Tov t0od maTPOg
[Moappevidov  Adyov  dvaykoiov Nuiv - apovvopévolg  €otat
BacaviCew, kai PralecOatl 6 te un Ov O¢ 0Tt KOTd TL Kol TO OV
o méAy ¢ ovk &6t Ty (241d5-7). It has to be noted here that
it is somehow the opposite of Parmenides’ thesis for whom
being was and non-being was not. Plato admits in this way that
being is not and non-being is, and this idea has to be directly
applied to the relationship between a model and an image. In
this way, a model and an image are, both of them, beings. They
possess their own identity, and, at the same time, they are non-
beings in the sense that there are different one from each other.
This argument turns out to imply that an image is a determined
being and possesses its own identity: insofar as it is different
from the model, it is not the model. This conclusion might seem
quite trivial, but if we recall the aporia of Republic, Book V,
concerning the problematic nature of the sensible objects
between being and non-being, the lesson of the Sophist is quite
useful: if the sensible is an image of the intelligible, then it
cannot be an intermediary between being and non-being: it has
to belong somehow to being. Now, one might argue that there is
an indirect link between the question of the nature of the
sensible between being and non-being, and the notion of image
as being really an image, but perhaps, the following lines of the
dialogue will help to dismantle this objection.
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4. THE QUESTION OF BEING

The Sophist will turn now to the question of being and the
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ES will come up with his own history of ontology. The different
alternatives are described as a sort of myth (muthos, 242c8) and
will evocate an opposition between monists and pluralists with
regards to being. The Stranger will easily show that both
alternatives have to be rejected, using a method of refutation
which recalls the argumentation of the Parmenides. The
conclusion of the two refutations (243a-244b and 244b-245c)
48 implies that it is necessary to come up with a different definition
of being. It appears that not only non-being, but being itself is
difficult to understand. After the question of its quantity, comes
the more interesting one of its quality: what is being? This is the
moment when the ES decides to describe a fight between the
Giants and the Gods (yiryavtopayia: 246a4). This fight illustrates
two tendencies which oppose themselves since always: «év
pécm 88 mepi TadTo ATAETOC APPOTEPOV paym TIc, ® Osgaitnte,
del ovvéotnkevy (246¢2-3). The first category of ontologists is
the one of the materialists, which affirm that only exists what
can be touched: «t®v yap TOOVTOV EPAMTOUEVOL TAVTOV
Suoyvpilovrar todto eivor povov O mapéyst mpocPoiiv Kai
Emapnv Twvay (246a9-b1). For them, the reality has to be reduced
to the corporeal (c®pa), which implies that not only the soul
(thesis which could be defended and has probably been by
Democritus), but also wisdom and justice must be bodies. Since
such a view cannot be accepted, the ES decides to modify
himself the conception of the materialists in order to make it
acceptable. Now, this modification is substantial:
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VISITOR: I'm saying that a thing really is if it has any
capacity at all, [e] either by nature to do something to
something else or to have even the smallest thing done to it
by even the most trivial thing, even if it only happens once.
I’ll take it as a definition that those which are amount to
nothing other than capacity.'!

This definition of being as the capacity to act upon
something or to be acted upon by something, might seem strange
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at first sight, however it has to be understood in the context of a
revised version of the materialist thesis provided by the ES, so
that entities like wisdom or justice can be included in the family
of being. In this way, when justice or wisdom are acting upon
the soul, she becomes wise or just (247a5). If we admit that
being can be defined as this ability, then not only the soul, the
virtues, but also bodies will be members of the family of being. — —
However such a revision seems to denature the materialist 49

thesis. The Stranger then adds:

“Fine. Maybe something else will occur to them later, and
to us too. For now let’s agree with them on this much.”"

To the materialists are opposed the Friends of the Forms.
The thesis they defend seems, at first glance, not to be the
contrary of the materialist account, because the Friends of the
Forms do not claim that only exists what is not material, but that
there is a distinction, a separation between the sensible and the
intelligible. Nevertheless, for them, the authentic reality
corresponds to the intelligible one. In this way, they will refuse
to include in the family of being all that is not intelligible. As
the materialists have a problem with an ontological
characterization of immaterial objects like virtues, the Friends of .
the Forms have to deal with the nature of the sensible objects.
What are they, if they do not belong to what is?
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The ES is describing such a position with the following
terms: “You people distinguish coming-to-be and being and say
that they are separate? Is that right?”!3. It seems clear that the
Friends of the Forms distinguish here, symmetrically (xwpic)
two ontological categories: being (ovciov) and becoming
(I'éveow). Now, since being and becoming are exclusive, for the
Friends of the Forms, the realm of becoming does not belong to
being. As we have seen, according to Republic V, this position is
delicate to defend. So, if we follow Parmenides’ prescription,
and since becoming does not belong to being, then it has to be a
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non-being. This is the difficulty of the position of the Friends of
the Forms: they distinguish between being and becoming, but if
there is only being and non-being, then becoming as to be
qualified as a non-being, which is, according to Parmenides,
equivalent to nothingness. They end up defending the contrary
position that the one of the materialists. As the latter reduce to
nothing immaterial objects, the former reduce to nothing the
5() becoming.

The ES then tries to associate the definition of being as a
potentiality and the dichotomy between the sensible and the
intelligible. The sensible is perceived by the senses, whereas the
intelligible is reached by the intellectual part of the soul (248a-
b). Now, the soul communicates with what really is, what is
always identical with itself (katd Tavtd ®cavT®C), whereas the
becoming is always different (dAAwc)'*. In this way, for the
Friends of the Forms, the intelligible is what is always identical
with itself and the sensible is what is always different and has no
stability. Forms are identical with themselves, whereas sensible
objects are always different, since they are in a constant change.
A question arises then: how can what is identical with itself be
in a relationship of causality with what changes? Plato already
had a similar interrogation in the second part of the Parmenides,
namely how can an object which is in a perfect identity with
itself, in a kind of autarky, be a cause of what depends
completely on it in order to be what it is, without altering itself?
In this way, the definition provided makes it impossible to find
an agreement between the Friends of the Forms and the view of
being as a potentiality:
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VISITOR: In reply they say that coming-to-be has the
capacity to do something or have something done to it, but
that this capacity doesn’t fit with being.!?

It appears consistent that if an object is in a state of a total
independence and autarky, then it could neither act upon other
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objects nor could he suffer from the actions of other objects.
This seems to be the case of Forms. This recall the first and third
series of deductions (137c3-142a6 and 157b5-159a9) in the
Parmenides which affirm that the One, itself by itself, which is
related only with itself, could not be an object of knowledge,
precisely because it is not related to any other different object,
and conversely no object could be in relationship with the One.
In other words, a Form, if it is exempt of any kind of 51

relationship, as the Friends of the Forms seem to assume, could
not be an object of knowledge. This is exactly the argument that
the ES provides in the following lines: if the soul knows
(yryvookew) and if the existing reality is known (yiyvookecOat),
then necessarily what knows acts upon what it knows, and what
is known is acted upon by what knows it:

VISITOR: Oh, I see. You mean that if knowing is doing
something, then necessarily what is known has something
done to it. When being is known by knowledge, according
to this account, then insofar as it’s known it’s changed by
having something done to it—which we say wouldn’t
happen to something that’s at rest.!®

Thus we have: what knows = acts upon and what is known
= 1s acted upon. If the intelligible reality is known by the soul,
then it follows that it would be acted upon and consequently
altered. Since be acted upon implies to be moved by (kiveicOar),
it seems that Forms will be moved. If knowledge implies that
Forms are moved, consequently Forms will not be at rest.
Naturally this consequence is utterly unacceptable for the
Friends of the Forms. Then if they want to reject the idea that
Forms are in motion, they have to reject the definition of
knowledge associated with the notions of acting upon and being
acted upon. However, strangely enough, the ES, in the following
lines, will not provide such a criticism but attack the idea that
the set of being has to be co-extensive with the set of
immobility:
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VISITOR: But for heaven’s sake, are we going to be
convinced that it’s true that change, life, soul, and
intelligence are not present in that which [249] wholly is,
and that it neither lives nor thinks, but stays changeless,
solemn, and holy, without any intellect.'”

Clearly it is possible to admit that knowledge is a motion,
as an activity, which does not implies the alteration of the object
known, without assuming that such a motion has to be identified
with any kind of physical motion (kinein refers both to change
and to be in motion). In this way, Forms could be known without
that their identity would be altered. However the tendency of
this passage is different and states the following thesis: being, as
it is known, must somehow be altered. This does not imply that
Forms move or change but simply that they have to admit the
possibility of being in relation with what knows them. Forms
cannot be entities ontologically closed, radically separate from
the sensible objects.  Otherwise, they would be
unknowledgeable.

5.CoNCLUSION: A NEwW REALM OF BEING

The Friends of the Forms have to admit that Forms are
acted upon but not that they change. In this way, they could
easily defend the idea that for a Form, to be known, does not
imply any alteration or change. Nevertheless, they seem to
accept another different thesis, namely that some objects that are
in motion belong to the realm of being. The ES asks the question
of the pantelos on (248¢7): this does not refer to what is really
being (ontos on), but to the total family of being. To this realm
of being belong motion (kivnow), life (yuynv) and intelligence
(ppovnow). In this way, the Sophist does not only assert that an
image cannot be reduced to non-being, but also that what is in
motion is part of the realm of being. Those two elements seem
to plead for a revaluation of the nature of the sensible, which has
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to be part of the set of being. We face an ontology with two
degrees of being: the intelligible and its image, namely the
sensible. The sensible is not reducible to an illusion or to
falsehood (and nothingness), but is somehow a being. As the
Timaeus will explain it, it is the image of the intelligible
appearing into a milieu (the Receptacle), which guaranties to it
some degree of existence (7imée, 52b3-d1). —

53

In this way, the ES appears to affirm that what is in motion
belongs to the family of being. But is it only the soul, life and
intelligence or everything that is in motion? The conclusion that
he draws seems quite broad: “Then both that which changes and
also change have to be admitted as being”!8. It is truth that Plato
modifies here the logic of the argument by moving from “what
exists changes” to “what changes exists”!?, whereas the first
alternative came from the introduction of the idea of alteration
into the intelligible, the second one comes from the opening of
the realm of being to what is in motion. There is no tension
between the two parts: it is not the case that, because what really
is (the Forms) changes, that what changes (what is in motion) is.
However some things that are in motion, as for instance the soul,
could not possibly not be. The conclusion is the following: what
belongs to the realm of being is both what is in motion and what
is at rest. In fact, knowledge is a motion which cannot occur
without a stable object, identical to itself: “10 koatd TovTd Kol
woadTomg Kal mept O avtd” (249b12). This is why the ES can
conclude:
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VISITOR: The philosopher—the person who values these
things the most—absolutely has to refuse to accept the
claim that everything is at rest, either from defenders of the
one or from friends of the many forms. [d] In addition he
has to refuse to listen to people who make that which is
change in every way. He has to be like a child begging for
“both,” and say that that which is—everything—is both the
unchanging and that which changes.?0

The realm of being does not only include what is at rest
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but also what is in motion. This does not imply that Forms are in

motion but that, as entities known, they are somehow acted

upon. What is in motion, life and soul (which is defined in the

Phaedrus as a motion (245¢7-246al)) must somehow belong to

the realm of being. It is true that this argument does not affirm

that all sensible objects are part of the realm of being, however

it has to be kept in mind that, since the soul is an intermediary

54 between the intelligible and the sensible, and since the cosmos is

a ensouled living creature, then it seems very plausible that

sensible objects have to belong to the realm of being as well.

With the question of the nature of the image and the discussion

about the realm of being, it has appeared that Plato suggests in

the Sophist a revised ontology in which the sensible, as an image

of the intelligible, cannot be reduced to an illusion and to non-
being.
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NOTES

1 Sophist 236b4-7: «t0 @QovOUEVOV HEV d10 TNV 0VK €K KaAoD Oav
€owcéval T@ KoA®, dvvauy 8¢ &l 11g Adfot Ta TnAkadTo TKovdg
opav, pmd' gikdg @ enotv owkévar, Ti kakoduev; ap' ovk, Emeinep
eaivetal pév, £oike O 0V, AVTAGLLO;»

2 Republic 515¢6-d4: «Omote Tic Avbein kol avaykalorto &Eaipvng
aviotacOai te Kol wEPLAyEY TOV avyéva kol Padilewv kol Tpog 1o
eO¢ avoPrémely, mavta 0 todTo TOL®Y GAYOl TE KOi O TAG
HappopLYac advvartol kubopdv Ekelva OV TOTE TG OKLUG DA,
ti av ofel adtov einelv, &l 11¢ adOT® Aéyor OTL 10TE UEV EDPa
Qlvapiog, viv 8¢ HAALOV TL £YyYuTéP® TOD GVTOG Kol TPOC LAAAOV
ovto tetpappuévog op0dtepov PAEmo.»

3 Republic 520c3-6 : «ovvebilopevol yap popio Pértiov dyecbe 1dV
gkel ki yvoeohe Ekaota To £idmAa fTTo £0Ti KOi OV, 10 TO
TaANOT Eopaxévor KOADV Te Kal dikaimv Kol dyaddv mépL.»

4 In the case of the divine production, only a reflecting object (a mirror)
is necessary in order to produce the images, whereas in human
production, an eidolourgiké has to be postulated.

5 Sophist, 236el-al : «td yap ¢aivecOor todTo Koi 1O dokelv, eivar 8¢
un, Kol 10 Aéyswv pugv drta, aAnof o€ un, tavta tadtd £0TL uecTd
amopiag dei év 1® npdcbev xpoveo Kai viv. Ommg yap simdvta ypmn
yevdi Aéystv | Sofalev dvimg eivon, koi todto @OsyElpevov
gvavtioloyig un cuvéyesOat, mavidnacty, ® Ocaitnte, YUAETOV.»

6 Sophist 237¢7-d4: «{ZE.} AXN' ov 10016 ye dfjlov, 811 TV Svtov &l
<Tt1>70 un Ov ovk oiotéov. {OEAL} Tldg yap dv; {EE.} Ovxodv
gneinep ovk €ml 10 v, 003" €l 10 T1 PEpwv 0pObDC dv TIc Pépor.
{®EAL} Ildg oM;{ZE.} Kai todto fuiv mov goavepdv, g Kol o
“11” todto[pfjpa] &n' Svtl Aéyopev éxdotote’ pdvov yop avTo
Aéyewv,ddomep  YOUVOV KOl GRANPNU®PEVOV AT TAV  dviev
andvTov,adovatov: 1 yép;»

7 See Cordero (1993) note 136, page 233

8 Sophist 238c8-10 : «Zvvvoeic 0OV (g obte POEYEAGHIL SuvaTdv OpODS
oUT' ginelv ovte davondijvar 1o un 6v avtod Kab' avto, aAL Eotv
ad1ovonToV T€ Kol dppnTov Kol debdeyktov kol dAloyov;»

9 Sophist 240a7-c2 : «{®EAL} Ti dfta, @ Ebve, idwlov dv Qaiuey
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givol AV Y€ TO TPOG TAANOIVOV AQOUOIOUEVOV ETEPOV TOLODTOV;
{ZE.} "Etepov 6¢ Aéyelg totobtov aAndwvov, 1 éri tivt 10 tol0dTOoV
ginec; {OEAL} Ovdaude aAndwov ye, GAL gokdg pév. {ZE.}
Apa 10 dANOwov Svtog dv Aéyov; {OEAL} Obtoc. {ZE.} Ti 84;
10 U Andwov dp' évavtiov danbodg; {OEAL} Ti unv; {ZE.}
Ovk Ovimog [o0k] OV dpa Aéyelg 10 €owkdg, eimep ovTd Yye Un
aAnOwov épeic. {OEAL} AALN' &otmi ye punv mog. {EE.} Olkovv
aAn0&S ve, PNic. {OEAL} OV yap odv: Ty ¥' sikav dviwg. {ZE.}
Ovx Ov (oukotin : see Cordero (1993), note 169, page 238) dpa
[ovk] dvimg €otiv dvtwg fiv Aéyouev gikdva; {OEAL} Kiwvovvevel
oLV TIvaL TeEmAEXOOL GUUTAOKTV TO Un OV T® OvTL, Kol pdho
dtomov.»

10 Ambuel (2007), page 209.

11 Sophist 247d8-e4 : « Aéyw o1 10 kal omotavodv [tTva] KekTnuévov
dvvau €it' gig 10 molelv £tepov O0TIOVV mEPLKOG €iT' €ig 10 bl
Kol CUIKPOTATOV VIO T0D POVAOTATOV, KOV €l povov gig Grag, mov
T0d10 dvieme eivar tilspon yap dpov [opilewv] To dvia m¢ Eotv
oVUK dALO TL TATV SOVOLG.»

12 Sophist 247e7-248a2 : «iowg yop Gv gig Dotepov NUIV T€ Kal TOVTOIC
gtepov Av @avein. mpdg pev odv tovTove TodTo MUIv dvtadOa
UEVET® GUVOLLOAOYNOEV.»

13 Sophist 248a7-8: «'évecty, v 8¢ ovoiav ywpic mov dlEAdUEVOL
AEyeTe; 1) Yap.»

14 Sophist 248a10-13: «Kal codpatt pév Mudg yevéoel o' aicOnoemc
KOWOVELY, O Aoyiopod 68 yuyf mpog v dviwog ovoiav, fiv dei
KOTO TODTO GOAVTOG EXELV PATE, YEVESLY 08 AALOTE AAAMC.»

15 Sophist 248c7-9: «lIpd¢g o1 tadta 160 Aéyovotv, 0Tl yevéoel PEV
uéteoTt 100 TACKEW Kol TOIETV OVVAUEMS, TPOC O€ 0VGiaY TOVTMV
OVOETEPOL TNV SVVOLULY APUOTTELY POGIV.»

16 Sophist, 248d10-e4: «t6d€ Y&, ®G TO YIYVOOKEW ginep €5TaL TOIEV T1,
10 yryvookouevov avaykeiov o cvpfaivel mdoyev. v odoiov
dM KoTd TOV AOYOV TOVTOV YIYVOGKOUEVTV VIO THC YVOGE®S, Kad'
dooVv Y1IyvdoKeTal, Kot T0600TOV Kiveichatl o tO maoyew, 0 on
Qauev ovK av yevéohot mepi 10 NPEUODV.»

17 Sophist 248¢6-249a2: «Ti 8¢ mpog A10g; m¢ aAnBdg kivnow kal (v
Kol yoyny kai epovnowy 1 pading meiodncodusdo 1@ mavteldg
Ovtl pn mapeival, unde Cijv adto unde epovelv, aALd ceuvov kol
&ytov, vodv ovk &yov, dkivntov £6TOC Elvar»

18 Sophist 249b2-3: «Kai 10 xwvoduevov o1 koi Kivinow cuyywpntéov
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g dvta.»

19 Campbell (2007), page 130

20 Sophist 249¢10-d4: «T@® M @L0cOQPE® Kol TODTO PAMOTA TIUMVTL
nioa, ¢ 01kev, Avaykn o tadTa UNTE TAOV £V 1| Kol T0 TOAAX
£10n Aeydviov 10 mhv £6TnKOg dmodéyecshol, TdV e av movToyf
70 OV KIvoOVTOV UNnodg TO Topdmay GKovEw, GALX KoTd TNV TAV
noidmv evynv, doa axivnta kol kekvnuéva, 1o Ov € Kol T0 mhv
GUVAUPOTEPO AEYELV. )
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