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ABSTRACT

Within the framework of the discussion 
about the existence of a spokesman in 
the Platonic dialogues, we look, in the 
first part, into the possible transfer of this 
spokesman’s function from Socrates to 
the Eleatic Stranger, identifying the contact 
and divergence points between both 
characters. In the second part, we try to 
show that this transfer has a dramatic 
staging at the beginning of the Sophist 
dialogue, where Socrates makes a demand 
that enables the Stranger to demonstrate 
his genuine philosophical condition.

Keywords: spokesman, Sophist, the Eleatic 

Stranger, dialectic

https://doi.org/10.14195/2183-4105_23_1



8 | The Eleatic Stranger in Sophist dialogue: A Continuation of the Socratic Legacy

Following a traditional reading of the 
Platonic works that assumes that the author 
speaks through a spokesman (even though 
this approach has received criticism in the 
past few decades),1 it can be said that Socrates 
embodies, in the early and middle dialogues, 
the philosophical perspective that Plato seeks 
to defend against that of various interlocutors. 
Does the same happen with the Eleatic Stran-
ger, who replaces him as the main interlocutor 
in Sophist? Does he, like Socrates before him, 
represent a genuine philosophical perspective? 
Is he perhaps the spokesman for a late Plato? 
We shall try to answer these questions pay-
ing special attention both to the composition 
of the Eleatic Stranger character (I) and the 
architecture of the Sophist dialogue (II). In the 
first part, we shall offer a brief review of the 
coincidences and differences between Socrates 
and the Stranger and, in the second, we will 
focus on a key question Socrates makes to his 
interlocutor, which lays the foundation for the 
Stranger to demonstrate his true condition. 

I.

In relation to that composition, the first 
thing to point out is the notable points of 
contact between Socrates and the Stranger 
which, we think, could evidence the legacy 
that the former transmits to his successor. 
This should attract our attention, insofar as 
Plato, free to build a character from scratch 
and completely distanced from his master, 
composes a new one following the guidelines 
of the Socratic model. Let us brief ly review 
some of those shared traits. Already in his 
f irst speeches, the Stranger inherits from 
Socrates the question-and-answer format for 
organising the discussion –leaving aside the 
long speeches– (Sph. 217d-e);2 resumes the 

typical Socratic formula of the early dialogues, 
i.e., the τί ἔστι, when beginning his research 
(Sph. 217b3, 218c1 and c6-7); and he pursues a 
definition of a universal type which, by point-
ing out essential features, separates the kind 
of objects to be defined from the rest (Sph. 
232a and 240a). Also he displays a feature of 
his character which Socrates highlights as 
something fundamental of the philosopher: 
the handling of time, the lack of concern about 
the extent of reasoning (since, in the end, the 
most important thing is the search for truth), 
which the Stranger exhibits in the face of the 
repeated frustrations of his interlocutor (Tht. 
172d, Sph. 261b-c, Plt. 268d and 286d-e).

By averaging the discussion of the dialogue, 
the Stranger takes a number of decisions that 
stress his affinity with Socrates. On the one 
hand, he postulates and analyses a group of ei-
detic entities, the so-called μέγιστα γένη (Sph. 
254d4), which can be read as a renewed version 
of the Forms from the middle dialogues pre-
sented by Socrates.3 In fact, numerous words 
that remind us of the introduction of the the 
Forms in Phaedo, Phaedrus, Symposium or 
Republic can be identified: the Stranger states 
that those γένη “definitely are” (βεβαίως ἐστὶ, 
Sph. 258b10), that they are “in themselves” (τὸ 
ὂν αὐτὸ, Sph. 257a1), they are “aeternal” (ἀεί, 
Sph. 254e4, 255c13 y d1), they have their own 
nature (Sph. 258a7), he adds the adverb ὄντως 
to signify that they “are really” (Sph. 256c8-9, 
258e3, 268d3-4) and he even talks, when he 
refers to the Being’s εἶδος, about a ‘brightness’ 
and about a ‘divine’ character (τὸ θεῖον, Sph. 
254b1) which seem to evoke the characterisa-
tion of Good in Republic. On the other hand, 
the Stranger makes use of methodological 
tools that characterised the Socratic proposals 
both of the early and the middle dialogues. 
Without going into detail, it is sufficient to 
note that, in challenging certain opponents 



 LUCAS M. ÁLVAREZ | 9

who deny the basic principles he seeks to put 
forward, the Stranger appeals to the Socratic 
refutation in three occasions. Even when the 
appeal does not always respect the original 
format, it cannot be denied that, in the argu-
ments against the dualist, against the monist 
and against those who deny the possibility 
of predication, the Stranger draws inspira-
tion from that resource to show that those 
adversaries refute themselves when holding 
theses that contradict their very enunciation 
(Sph. 241c4-249d5 and 252d12-e7).4 Moreover, 
connected to this use of refutation, an author 
like Baltzly has noticed that, in the passage 
where the Stranger deals with those who deny 
the possibility of predication, Plato reintro-
duces the hypothetical method that Socrates 
had presented in Republic (R. VI 510b4-9, 
511b3-c2 and VII 533c7-d1).5 After presenting 
the three hypotheses about combination (that 
things are unmixed and incapable of mutual 
participation, that all things are capable of 
mutual participation, and that some things 
are, but others are not, capable of such com-
munication) (Sph. 251d-e.), the Stranger deals 
with refuting the first two and establishing the 
last one not hypothetically, an operation that 
seems to put into practice the famous proposal 
of Republic about dialectics as a method that 
cancels hypotheses.6

Having pointed out the coincidences be-
tween Socrates and the Stranger, our intention 
now is to indicate the differences between the 
two characters which, we understand, shall 
be read within the framework of that essen-
tial continuity.7 Perhaps the great difference 
concerns their respective characterisations, 
since Plato’s detailed description of Socrates 
throughout the dialogues contrasts with the 
almost non-existent portrait he gives of the 
Stranger. There is no mention of his name, no 
description of his appearance, no clarification 

of his family line, and no mention of any link 
to Athens’ social fabric. The only links men-
tioned are the philosophical and the patriotic 
ones: Theodorus states that the Stranger is 
from Elea, ‘different’ (ἕτερον, Sph. 216a3) from 
Parmenides’ and Zeno’s companions, although 
a real philosopher (Sph. 216a).8 It could be said 
then that if Socrates represents the individual 
at the expense of the generic, the Stranger 
represents the generic at the expense of the 
individual,9 but what does this pre-eminence 
of the generic bring? Some interpreters see it 
as emblematic of a general decline in Plato’s 
interest in dialogue as a form, which would 
also be seen in increasingly less vivid discus-
sions.10 We think that Plato’s interest in that 
form is intact and that that pre-eminence can 
be read as a response of Plato’s to two needs. 
On the one hand, the need to experience the 
limitations of his former spokesman, since 
the defense of philosophical theses is now free 
from a particular enunciator like Socrates.11 
On the other hand, the need to build a new 
character in such a way that his status is kept 
in suspense and is only determined by his 
actions in the development of the dialogue.

Let us begin with the first need, what new 
dimensions does the main interlocutor incor-
porate, freed from a personality as particular 
as that of Socrates? Unlike the dynamics of 
the dialogues conducted by Socrates where 
he confessed his desire to learn from others 
through conversation, since he ultimately 
knew that he knew nothing, in Sophist, the 
Stranger is responsible for guiding a docile and 
inexperienced Theaetetus towards results that 
he knows in advance and asserts with forceful 
authority (Sph. 239b-240a).12 The Stranger de-
ploys an argumentative machinery that allows 
him to offer, almost without hesitation, a range 
of resolutions from an appropriate definition 
and critique of the sophistic action to a map-
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ping of the reciprocal relations between the 
greatest kinds.13 A significant proof of these 
capacities of the Stranger could be his solu-
tion to the dispute between the “Somatists” 
and the “friends of the Forms” regarding the 
οὐσία. If we follow Cordero’s proposal, we can 
state that the Stranger provides a definition 
of the Being that is unusual for the main 
interlocutor in a Platonic dialogue because 
it is decisive, categorical and unequivocal; 
namely: «I propose as a definition to define 
the beings that are nothing but δύναμις” (Sph. 
247e3-4).14 Faced with a question of such wide 
scope as this definition, the Stranger does not 
hesitate and seems to offer a real proclamation 
difficult to find in any other passage of the 
Platonic work.

However, what we would like to highlight 
is that the Stranger’s confidence and author-
ity also enable him to solve precisely those 
problems that had been urgent for old Socrates 
in chronological dialogues and dramatically 
linked to Sophist. We shall not go into detail 
here, but at least two solutions can be identi-
fied.15 On the one hand, the question of false 
discourse which, formulated and not resolved 
in Theaetetus, is finally solved in Sophist. In 
fact, as there is neither a Form of Difference 
nor a postulation of not being as alterity in 
that dialogue, it is impossible to define false 
speech, as the Stranger does in Sophist, as say-
ing things different from those that are (Sph. 
263b-d).16 On the other hand, while in Par-
menides Socrates had warned that he “should 
be filled with admiration (θαυμαστῶς)” (Prm. 
129e3-4),17 if someone were to distinguish 
and separate the Forms and show that “these 
things among themselves can be combined and 
distinguished” (Prm. 129e2-3), the Stranger 
succeeds in fulfilling that desire in Sophist.18 
The positive knowledge about the eidetic field 
allows him to answer that question in the long 

passage dedicated to showing the relation-
ships of mutual participation that the great-
est kinds maintain (Being, Sameness, Other, 
Rest and Motion) (Sph. 254b-255c). Through a 
significant terminological coincidence,19 Plato 
explicitly connects his two spokesmen in a path 
that goes from young Socrates, who wishes to 
instruct himself, to the Eleatic Stranger, who 
satisfies that desire by establishing incorrigible 
truths about the aforementioned combination.20 
A journey which also begins with an emotion 
which, for Plato, is the trigger to philosophise: 
θαυμαστός.21 In fact, some interpreters assume 
that this astonishment into which Socrates 
would be finally falling in Sophist could ex-
plain his role as a silent witness throughout 
the dialogue.22

We had warned that the pre-eminence of 
the generic in the case of the Stranger could 
be due to an experimentation on Socratic 
limitations and it is time to wonder whether it 
proved fruitful. Given that Socrates returns as 
the main interlocutor in Philebus, a dialogue 
considered chronologically post-Sophist, and 
that the Stranger only reappears in Statesman, 
it might be thought that this Platonic operation 
is not entirely successful. For an interpreter 
like Rowe, Plato is still always Socrates and, 
by using the Stranger, he is only imagining 
what it would be like for the philosopher to 
possess at least some of that authority which 
his Socrates and he himself continue denying; 
in that sense, the Stranger would embody the 
very essence of the philosopher with the cru-
cial exception of his magisterial stance.23 In 
our opinion, it is not possible to evaluate that 
experiment without considering the meaning 
that the Socratic return in Philebus may have 
(a task that we cannot undertake here),24 but 
neither is it possible without considering the 
connections and continuities between Socrates 
and the Stranger.
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As we anticipated, the specific differences 
between these characters had to be read within 
the framework of a continuity that has been 
reinforced, since we have seen that the novelty 
brought by the Stranger allows him to respond 
precisely to what Plato’s old master urged and 
which he was unable to resolve (the Stranger 
seems to represent the different from and 
the familiar with Socratic philosophy).25 It is 
on this basis that the success of the Platonic 
experimentation must be measured. Likewise, 
this link between Socrates and the Stranger 
could represent an example of the plausibility 
of the spokesman’s theory, since even though 
Plato incorporated a new main interlocutor, 
he decided to build him on concerns and 
methodologies similar to Socrates’ and with 
capacities that do not enable him to say things 
contrary to Socrates’, but rather to solve his 
unfinished problems. It would be very curious 
for Plato to insist time and again on starting 
off and reaching (or intending to reach) similar 
points were it not for the fact that, in some 
way, he sees these points in a positive light.

In defending the spokesman’s theory, 
Rowe argues that it is difficult to give credit 
to those who question it, since it is always (or 
almost always) Socrates’ opponents (and not 
him) who are defeated, humiliated or forced 
to think again, which would suggest that it is 
Socrates’ position that Plato intends to sup-
port.26 Following this reasoning, the truth is 
that, in the case of Sophist, the Stranger holds 
a group of theses, offers a series of solutions 
and is not either defeated, humiliated or forced 
to think again, either by his interlocutor The-
aetetus or by a Socrates who decides to call 
for silence. It is therefore difficult to think 
that, without staging any kind of defeat (and 
composing a character that offers solutions to 
old problems), Plato seeks to distance us from 
the position and the theses defended by the 

Stranger. Evidently there is something in the 
position of that character that Plato esteems 
and considers pertinent to incorporate into 
the philosophical paradigm which, up to the 
moment and just before his death (if we take 
into account the dramatic context of the dia-
logue), Socrates had embodied.27

We considered earlier that another of 
the reasons for the pre-eminence of the ge-
neric in the construction of the Stranger as a 
character could well be the need to keep his 
status in abeyance so that he could, through 
his actions, particularise his identity. This 
is why, in the next section, we will seek to 
demonstrate that in Sophist the Stranger suc-
cessfully orchestrates a genuine philosophical 
perspective, even though certain interpreters 
try to discredit his work by equating him with 
a Sophist or assuming that he does not even 
manage to satisfy Socrates’ initial demand: 
that of distinguishing the philosopher from 
the Sophist and from the statesman.28 And to 
achieve that goal we must start by reading the 
prologue to the dialogue.

II

In the first lines of Sophist, Theodorus no-
tifies those present that he is accompanied by 
a stranger from Elea, clarifying that, although 
different from Parmenides’ and Zeno’s com-
panions, “he’s very much a philosopher” (Sph. 
216a3-4).29 Socrates doubts about that condi-
tion and asks if he will bring a god, but Theo-
dorus answers that, in his ‘opinion’ (δοκεῖν, 
Sph. 216b9), he is only a divine being like all 
philosophers. Socrates in turn replies that the 
class of philosophers is not easier to ‘discern’ 
(διακρίνειν, Sph. 216c3) than the divine class, 
since “the genuine (ὄντως) philosophers ‘who 
haunt our cities’ –by contrast to the fake ones 
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(δοκοῦσιν)–” (Sph . 216c5-6) appear with 
various ‘aspects’ (φανταζόμενοι, Sph. 216c4) 
because of the others’ ignorance and, looking 
down on life here below, “sometimes they take 
on the appearance (φαντάζονται) of statesmen, 
and sometimes of sophists. Sometimes, too, 
they might give the impression that they’re 
completely insane” (Sph. 216c8-d2). 

As we understand it, from reading these 
lines we can conclude that the inaugural prob-
lem of the dialogue is that of identifying the 
work of the Stranger. The data we have – Theo-
dorus’ general assessments and his appearance 
before the eyes of his interlocutors - are not 
conclusive.30 And Socrates makes it clear that 
the problem of appearances is also a thorny 
one because it can happen that a philosopher 
(the class to which the Stranger belongs ac-
cording to Theodorus) is a philosopher only 
in appearance or that, being a genuine one, he 
appears in another way, not by his own deci-
sion, but due to the ignorance of the majority 
who are unable to recognise one of his kind. 
This issue is key in the development of the 
dialogue because the Sophist will be charac-
terised, quite the contrary, as an agent who 
intentionally projects deceptive appearances.31 
What interests us now, however, is Socrates’ 
final reaction to the problem of identifying 
the status of the Stranger. 

While Theodorus expresses his position 
in terms of δόξαι, Socrates rehearses some 
ironic conjectures,32 avoids expressing opin-
ions, and finally, in a momentous gesture of 
the dialogue, decides to question the Stranger 
and remain silent. Socrates asks him how those 
in his ‘region’ (τόπος, Sph. 217a1) conceive 
and call the sophist, the statesman and the 
philosopher, and indicates that he wishes to 
know whether they conceive them all as one, 
as two or “…they divide them up into three 
kinds (γενή) corresponding to the three names 

(ὄνομα) and attach one name to each of them” 
(Sph. 217a7-8).33 Theodorus suggests that the 
Stranger will have no ‘inconvenience’ (φθόνος, 
Sph. 217a9) to respond, and he immediately no-
tices that those in his region conceive them as 
three different kinds, although “distinguishing 
(διορίζειν) clearly what each of them is, though, 
isn’t a small or easy job” (Sph. 217b2-3). It is 
in this exchange among Socrates, Theodorus 
and the Stranger that Plato reveals one of the 
central purposes of the dialogue and he does 
so through the first one. If it was Socrates who 
warned before about the impossibility to solve 
the thorny problem in terms of appearances, 
it is also he who now prepares the ground 
for its resolution through the two demands 
he poses to the Stranger: that he speak from 
his τόπος and that, in doing so, he operate 
distinguishing kinds.

What does the f irst demand involve? 
Some interpreters have pointed out that the 
term τόπος, central to Socrates’ question, is 
loaded with ambiguity because it can refer to 
that character’s land of origin or to the place 
of his kind, i.e., the place of the philosophers 
(if we respect the condition ascribed to him 
by Theodorus in the beginning).34 However, 
this ambiguity can be dispelled if we take into 
account the immediate context in which the 
term is inserted. First of all, it is necessary to 
emphasise that what is at stake from the begin-
ning of the discussion is not the land to which 
the Stranger belongs (nobody objects that he 
is from Elea and that if it were that which was 
in dispute, other terms would be relevant),35 
but rather his philosophical status. This being 
so, it is logical that Socrates seeks to test that 
status by asking him to speak from the ‘place’ 
of the philosophers, i.e. as a philosopher.36 
Secondly, it should be noted that, just before 
introducing the term τόπος, Socrates refers to 
a couple of spatial coordinates to talk about 
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the philosopher’s task, who, from above, looks 
‘down’ (καθοράω, Sph. 216c6). Therefore, the 
inescapable spatial dimension of the term –
which has led translators and interpreters to 
think that it refers to the native land of the 
Stranger–37 is safeguarded in our reading, 
insofar as Socrates poses the philosophical 
task precisely in spatial terms.38 

Finally, Plato reinforces the idea that the 
Stranger should speak from the place of the 
philosophers, incorporating –now through 
the mouth of another interlocutor– the term 
φθόνος. This notion presupposes the existence 
of jealousy born from the envy which, in this 
case, would provoke the knowledge of others, 
which is why the jealous person retains infor-
mation because he is concerned about turning 
the other into a connoisseur.39 In this sense, 
Theodorus uses the notion to indicate that 
the Stranger will offer his interlocutors all 
his knowledge without reservation, since he 
does not feel jealousy of any kind. However, 
Plato’s use of φθόνος is not innocent, since, 
in Republic, Socrates states that he who has 
his thoughts directed towards the things that 
are will not have time to “glance down (κάτω 
βλέπειν) at the affairs of men, or compete with 
them, and be filled with envy (φθόνος) and 
ill-will” (R. VI 500b9-c2).40 As can be seen, So-
crates suggests, in spatial terms akin to those 
of Sophist, that by looking down –towards the 
affairs of the city– the philosopher avoids the 
φθόνος. In fact, we could say, together with 
Brisson, that this feeling is incompatible with 
the philosophical dialogue, since he who 
knows something (even he who knows that 
he does not know) must put his knowledge at 
the service of the other in order to discover 
the truth together.41 In this way, Theodorus 
insists on the philosophical condition of the 
Stranger, showing that, like everyone in his 
kind, this subject is free from φθόνος. 

Taking into account the three issues men-
tioned above (the reason for the discussion 
about the Stranger, the spatial coordinates of 
the philosopher’s work and the denial of that 
feeling that represents an obstacle to philo-
sophical activity), we must opt for the second 
alternative that we put forward regarding the 
term τόπος and think that this notion refers to 
the philosophers’ ‘place’. Leaving conjecture 
aside and avoiding opinions, Socrates would 
be inviting the Stranger to intervene as a 
representative member of the philosophers’ 
region and it is in this Socratic proposal that 
one of the central purposes of the dialogue is 
made explicit, namely, the demonstration by 
the Stranger of his condition.42

It is now time to ask ourselves about So-
crates’ second demand: what does his request 
imply that the Stranger should operate by dis-
tinguishing kinds in order to differentiate the 
sophist, the statesman and the philosopher? 
To answer this question, it is necessary that 
we first look at the general architecture of 
the dialogue. It is an extended topic in the 
interpretation of Sophist, from the readings of 
Schleiermacher, Gomperz and Diès, to speak 
of two great parts that compose the dialogue, 
metaphorically understood as a shell that cov-
ers and a coated nucleus.43 Diès points out that 
the nucleus would be the demonstration of the 
possibility of error, while the shell would be 
the sophist’s series of definitions.44 Here we 
understand that it is possible, inspired by that 
metaphor, to speak of a first layer, an outer –let 
us call it that– layer of the dialogue, which 
would be the one in which the philosophical 
condition of the Stranger is discussed (the 
inaugural problem of the work) and of a series 
of successive inner layers which, starting with 
the sophist’s definition, harbour the true core 
of the dialogue, the one that responds to the 
inaugural problem.45 However, what keeps 
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these various layers together is precisely the 
operation of distinguishing kinds requested 
by Socrates.46 Let us see how. 

Having heard the Socratic demands, the 
Stranger chooses Theaetetus as his interlocu-
tor and tells him that they must investigate 
the sophist together to give “a clear account 
of what he is” (Sph. 218c1). It is reasonable to 
wonder why the Stranger chooses the sophist 
over the statesman and the philosopher, for 
would it not make more sense to try to justify 
his status by precisely defining the philoso-
pher? Taking into account our interpretation of 
the composition of the dialogue, it is possible 
to consider that the definition of the sophist 
is at the service of the inaugural problem for 
two reasons: not only because the said soph-
ist can represent an other with respect to 
the philosopher, an other against whom the 
philosopher can be delimited by refusal,47 but 
also and fundamentally because the opera-
tions used to define him and the difficulties 
that arise when attempting a definition lay 
the foundations for the Stranger to fulfil his 
maximal objective: to prove his condition.

The Stranger and Theaetetus are working 
on the definition of the sophist with the help 
of a procedure such as διαίρεσις. Through it 
they start from a ‘genus’ (Plato indistinctly 
uses the terms εἶδος o γένος)48 which con-
tains the relevant and more general character 
of the object to be defined (a character that 
this object shares with others) and then they 
make a series of successive cross sections that 
separate kinds with different characteristics 
until they reach the definiendum. Starting 
from the genus τέχνη then, they distinguish 
among productive, separatist and acquisitive 
techniques, next, by selecting the acquisitive 
one, they distinguish between acquisition by 
exchange and by capture, and so on until they 
reach the sophist’s first definition where the 

process stops momentarily.49 Since this defi-
nition does not satisfy the interlocutors, the 
division resumes and the process continues 
until a greater difficulty assails them. As can 
be seen, throughout the passage from 218d 
to 231b, the interlocutors are responsible for 
distinguishing kinds, which was precisely what 
was at stake in the second Socratic demand (to 
determine whether or not the names ‘sophist’, 
‘statesman’ and ‘philosopher’ corresponded to 
three different γενή, which means differentiat-
ing these γενή). The Stranger begins by warning 
that distinguishing what each one is is not an 
easy task, but then ends up exercising that dis-
tinction of kinds by defining the sophist (Sph. 
217a-b). It should be clarified that, throughout 
the passage, the terms εἶδος and γένος are not 
given any specific technical meaning by Plato, 
so they can be understood as ‘class’, ‘genus’ or 
‘kind’, without any metaphysical connotation.50

However, this is neither the only nor the 
most important distinction of γενή that the 
Stranger operates in the dialogue. Once the 
course of the Sophist’s definition is interrupted 
because of the inconveniences of character-
ising him as a falsifier and the discussion is 
diverted towards greater difficulties such as 
those of the existence of non-being and the 
very definition of being (Sph. 236d-249d), he 
resorts to dialectical science. He then asks 
himself if it is not up to it “to divide by Forms 
(κατὰ γένη διαίρεσις) and not to consider that 
the same Form is different, or that a different 
one is the same” (Sph. 253d1-2) and, having 
listed a series of operations that this science 
must undertake,51 he concludes that the dialec-
tician “knows how to distinguish (διακρίνειν), 
with respect to Forms, how some are capable 
of communicating with others, and how they 
are not” (Sph. 253d8-e2).52

It should be noted that, in presenting the 
dialectic, the Stranger takes up again the title 
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of that procedure used to define the Sophist, 
but, in our opinion, the expression “κατὰ 
γένη διαίρεσις”, even invoking those divi-
sions practised from 219a to 231b, does not 
imply in 253d1 the task of “cleaving” Forms 
(in the sense of splitting a εἶδος in two lower 
ones as it happened in that passage), but that 
of separating by Forms: not to confuse one 
with the other and to distinguish those that 
are able to communicate from those that are 
not.53 Following a series of authors for whom 
division and dialectics are not identified in 
Sophist, but the first one represents a neces-
sary condition, which is not enough for its 
development, a kind of propaedeutic for the 
fulfilment of the dialectic,54 here we think that 
this science is based on the capacity to distin-
guish γενή (capacity practised by the Stranger 
and Theaetetus in another sphere and in front 
of other objects), but it goes beyond.55 If in 
principle the interlocutors distinguish εἴδη or 
γένη as “acquisitive technique”, “hunting of 
domestic beings”, “discussion technique” or 
“combat” seeking to define the sophist, what 
they now distinguish is something else: Being, 
Motion, Rest, Sameness and Other, entities 
that are called μέγιστα γένη, and which can 
be equated to the Forms as they are introduced 
in Plato’s dialogues of maturity.56

We had anticipated that, like the first, the 
second Socratic demand pronounced at the 
beginning of the dialogue ultimately pointed 
to the demonstration of the philosophical 
condition of the Stranger and we are now in 
a position to justify our reading. In principle, 
it should be noted that, in implementing the 
dialectic just presented, the Stranger evokes 
the terms of that demand. In fact, within the 
framework of the distinction and identifica-
tion of the μέγιστα γένη, seeking to prove 
that Being and Other are not a single thing, 
he consults Theaetetus if the Other is a fifth 

genus or if, in fact, the Other and the Being 
are two names applied to the same genus 
(Sph. 255c8-10). Read carefully, this question, 
through parallel terminological constructions, 
evokes that other one made by Socrates when 
he was trying to know whether or not Soph-
ist, Statesman and Philosopher were three 
names of three different γένη.57 Now, what is 
significant for our reading is that, according 
to the Stranger, that implementation of dia-
lectics is a clear indication of the presence of 
a philosophical soul.

Flanking the presentation of dialectical 
science, two interventions by the Stranger 
point in that direction. Firstly, just before this 
presentation, he asks Theaetetus if “without 
realising it ... looking for the sophist, we run 
the risk of having found the philosopher first” 
(Sph. 253c6-9).58 And, secondly, right after 
that presentation, he underlines that it is in 
that ‘place’ (τόπος, Sph. 253e8) that “both 
now and later, we will find the philosopher 
– if we look for him (ἐὰν ζητῶμεν)–” (Sph. 
253e8-9).59 This final clause that could be read 
as a foretaste of that never written, though 
announced, Philosopher dialogue (and, in 
that sense, translated as “when we look for 
him”)60 indicates, for us, that the appearance 
of the philosopher does not have to happen 
in an eventual future.61 Understanding that 
the τόπος (and here the Stranger takes up 
the key term of the first Socratic demand) of 
the philosophers is the one from which the 
dialectic is practised, the truth is that every 
time that science is exercised, one of them 
can be found.62

While interpreters such as Cornford as-
sume that the search for that subject is an 
unfulfilled promise in Sophist and others 
understand that the very existence of a Phi-
losopher dialogue is impossible because it is 
not feasible to represent one of his kind,63 
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here we think that the philosopher ends up 
emerging in Sophist through the execution of 
dialectic. In fact, thanks to an absolute self-
awareness of the tasks that define him, the 
Stranger answers the initial questioning about 
his status by executing the dialectic from his 
place as a philosopher. The inaugural discus-
sion between the interlocutors showed that 
the vast majority were unable to recognise a 
philosopher because, if they were in front of 
one of them, they could confuse him with a 
sophist, a statesman or a madman. This is be-
cause the recognition of a subject of this kind 
cannot take place in terms of appearances, 
which is the level at stake in that discussion. 
However, there exists another level –that of 
the dialectical exercise– where the Stranger 
is capable not only of accrediting his condi-
tion before a fellow of his like Socrates, but 
also of pointing out to non-philosophers like 
Theodore or Theaetetus himself the place 
where one can find one of his kind, if he is 
sought. The emergence of such a subject in 
Sophist could well be one of the reasons why 
the Philosopher dialogue did not come to 
fruition.64 Since the true philosopher emerges 
clearly through the use of dialectics, Sophist 
is already the Philosopher dialogue.65

From our reading of the prologue of the 
dialogue, we can then see that Plato composes 
Sophist as a dramatic staging of that legacy 
that Socrates would be transmitting to the 
Eleatic Stranger as a platonic and philosophical 
spokesman. A question, in principle innocent, 
enunciated by Socrates about the distinction 
between the sophist, the statesman and the 
philosopher, carries with it two triggers that 
ignite in the Stranger a complex machinery 
destined not only to define the sophist, but 
also, and fundamentally, to justify his philo-
sophical status. This is how we can understand 
the silence that Socrates keeps, ready to listen 

to one of his own kind philosophising. And the 
Stranger responds to him, at the height of the 
dialogue, by warning that the philosopher’s 
place is where dialectics is practised, nothing 
more Socratic than that.
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2012, 247. 

49  See Philip 1966, 348-9.
50  See Henry 2012, 247-9.
51  On this controversial subject, see Gómez-Lobo 1977, 

43-4; Dixsaut 2001, 221; Ionescu 2013, 41-64, and 
Teisserenc 2007, 244-5.

52  We translate the terms γένος and εἶδος, which Pla-
to uses synonymously and indistinctly, by Form to 
differentiate them from the objects of the division. 
Translation based upon Cordero 1993.

53  See Gómez-Lobo 1977, 39-40, and Fronterotta 2007, 
416, n. 221.

54  See Moravcsik 1962, 51; Bluck 1975, 125-7; Ackrill 
1997, 108-9, and Movia 1994, 307-10. Also Fron-
terotta 2007, 414, n. 221 and Fossheim 2012, 107-10, 
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the dialectic. 

55  De Chiara-Quenzer 1998, 119, n. 39, notes these dif-
ferences between the two uses of the division.
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56  See Cornford 1935, 332-47; Ross 1951, 134-7; Lacey 
1959, 43-9; Cherniss 1962, 45-6; Cordero 1993, 258, 
n. 292; Ackrill 1997, 95; Dixsaut 2001, 125, and Fron-
terotta 2001, xiv, and 2007, 423.

57  See Socrates’ intervention at the beginning of the 
dialogue (Sph. 217a6-8) and the Stranger’s question 
(Sph. 255c8-10), both structured with verba sentiendi 
and around the terms γένος and ὄνομα, passages 
that seek to point out that the names are not clear 
indicators of the kind of reality that concerns the 
things they designate. 

58  Translation based upon Cordero 1993.
59  We follow here the translation proposed by Dixsaut 

2000b, 215. 
60  See Cordero 1988.
61  With regard to the alleged promises of the writing of 

Philosopher, see Sph. 216c2-217b4, 218b6-c1; 253b9-
254b6 and Plt. 257a1-c2 and 258b2-3.

62  See Dixsaut 2000, 215.
63  See Cornford 1935, 330, and Miller 2004, 10.
64  Notomi 1999, 24, argues that there is no 
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that Plato intended to write such a dia-
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the impossibility that the dialogue was 
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65  Similar theses are held by, among others, Blondell 
2002, 324, n. 39, and Gill 2012. Griswold 1989, 163 n. 
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