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The main goals of my dissertation, which offers a close reading of Plato’s Sophist, are four in number: [1] to show how the task of keeping distinct the sophist and the philosopher is at root an ethical task, linked, ultimately, to the fate of Socrates, [2] to show that the Stranger appreciates this link and in response attempts to keep the sophist and the philosopher distinct for the sake of defending Socrates from the charges of sophistry that have been unduly advanced against him, and that in the process of doing this he becomes a Socratic philosopher, [3] to show how this task – i.e., the task of distinguishing the sophist and the philosopher – is responsible for initiating the investigation of non-being, which in turn, despite its seeming theoretical abstractness, is thus also ethical in nature, and finally, [4] to show how the result of the Stranger’s investigation of non-being, which compels him to propose, against his philosophical father Parmenides, that non-being is and that it enjoys a necessary connection with being that is characterized by mimesis, (a) accounts for the possibility both of the philosophical and of the non-philosophical, sophistic life, and (b) distinguishes the one from the other on the basis, ultimately, of their different responses to the problem of non-being, which is to say, the opposing ways in which both the sophist and the philosopher are each imitators. 

Consequently, I endeavor to show how and why we are allowed to read the Sophist not only as an investigation of whether non-being is or is not, which may be taken as a worthy philosophical endeavor in its own right, as much of the historic Platonic scholarship on this dialogue has tended to suggest. Alternatively, I try to show that a close reading of the Sophist, which is especially attentive to the dramatic context of the dialogue, including, in particular, its connection with Socrates’ impending trial, suggests that the philosophical importance and urgency of the Stranger’s attempt to account for the sophist as well as for the possibility that non-being is, have their basis in the intimate connection that these tasks bear to the fate of Socrates, which in turn provides support for the claim that the Sophist presents us with a discussion that at its very core is concerned with an ethical problem, namely, with what I refer to throughout the work as the “problem of how to live.” I argue that the Stranger offers an account of the sophistic life that ultimately connects it with the life of blameworthy deception, and that in so doing, he distinguishes it from the life of Socrates. In this connection, I attempt to show how it is on the basis of the Stranger’s recognition of the necessary connection between non-being and logos that he is able to capture the long-awaited (seventh) sophist, whom he characterizes as a deceptive maker of false images in speech, which in turn, provides the necessary basis upon which we may distinguish the sophist from the philosopher, Socrates, the latter of whom, in contrast to the sophist, makes “true images” in speech. Finally, I attempt to establish that through his articulation of the necessary intermixing of being with non-being through mimesis, the Stranger intimates that in opposition to the sophistic life, the philosophical life is connected to the life of human excellency, the latter of which manifests itself in a life that, bathed as it is in humility and free from the most “blameworthy ignorance,” fashions itself after the likeness of what is admirable by imitating it in speech and in one’s own person.
