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Plato’s dialogue the Sophist is often said to be a philosopher’s dialogue. It has never been as popular among general readers as, say, the Phaedo, the Symposium and the Republic. Philosophers who read it, on the other hand, mostly just love it. 
The topic of the Sophist is the question: What is a sophist? This turns out to be a rather complicated question. One problem the interlocutors in the Sophist face is that if you suggest to a sophist that he is a kind of conjurer or a maker of images or of false beliefs, he will question the very notions and distinctions involved in such attempted definitions: between images and being, the true and the false. The result is that the bulk of the dialogue deals with the notions of being and non-being, truth and falsity, true and false beliefs. The Sophist has a positive conclusion: the participants actually manage in the end to define a sophist and on the way they come up with what they consider to be satisfactory answers to the questions about being and non-being, truth and falsity, and true and false beliefs.
So it can be said that the Sophist is primarily a work in ontology and, to a lesser degree, philosophy of mind. The underlying question about images and the real, truth and falsity, has a clear ethical dimension and finds certain parallels in contemporary discussions about relativism and related issues. The ontology presented in the Sophist is definitely somewhat different from what most people today would assume. It is, however, thought out in some detail and it may, in various ways, offer contemporary readers an opportunity to test their presumptions. Among debated issues concerning the Sophist is question whether, and if so to what extent, the work gives a revised account Plato’s theory of Ideas.
In the seminar we shall employ the ancient method of reading the text rather closely and see if we find something interesting to say about it. No knowledge of ancient Greek is presumed, but the participants are expected to have read the Sophist with some attention in advance. Active participation is also expected.
