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To characterize the sophist as a maker of what is not, one must know what Not-Being is.
Sophist 257c-258e elucidates Not-Being in terms of Difference. Although Not-Being was
traditionally identified with Difference itself (Cherniss and Ross), most scholars today
consider it part of Difference (Lee, Brown, Kahn, etc.). This paper advocates the tradi-
tional view by clarifying two ontological functions of Difference: épopiferv (marking
off) and dvtitiBévar (setting against). Section 1 analyzes the analogy of Difference and
knowledge in 257c-d, showing that the nature of Difference functions as marking off
a still indefinite Kind (being) from Being itself and other parts of Being—the “generic”
function—and then specifying the content of the Kind at issue by setting it against a
particular Kind—the “specific” function. Section 2 discusses the Not-Beautiful in 257d-e
to explain how these two functions work. By the specific function of Difference, we learn
what the Beautiful is, identifying paradigmatic exemplars of the Not-Beautiful in daily
life. Section 3 interprets 258a-b as generalizing this account, concluding that the antithe-
sis between a part of the nature of Difference and a part of the nature of Being is nothing
but Not-Being. Thus, the context indicates that Not-Being is identical to Difference
itself, which performs this antithesis as its function. Although the widespread view uses
“10 TPOG TO OV ExkacToV péplov adThg AvTiTiOéuevoy” (258e2) as strong evidence, this
participial phrase stands for the function of the nature of Difference, as &vtiti8épevov is
a dominant participle, thereby meaning “the part of it [the nature of Difference] being set
against each being” as an example of the ab urbe condita construction.

Not-Being, Difference, Not-Beautiful, antithesis

Introduction

To characterize the sophist as a maker of what is not, one must know
what Not-Being is. After careful scrutiny, the Eleatic Visitor and Theaetetus
finally declare that they “have demonstrated what the form of Not-Being is”
(258d6-7), recapitulating their argument as follows:

T1 258d7-e3: v yoap Batépov @low damodel§avtes ovadv Te Kal
KOTOKEKEPPOTIOPEVNY ETIL TIAVTO TO OVTOL TTPOG GAANAQ, TO TPOG TO OV
€xaoTov poplov olTiig avTiTiBépevoy EToluroapey eimelv g adTd ToUTH
¢oTv 6vTwg TO pr) 6v. (OCT [1995])
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By replacing the form of Not-Being with 6vtwg t0 pn 6v, Tl elucidates the
nature of Difference and its relationship with Not-Being. However, their
connection is disputable. On one hand, as one of the greatest Kinds, Differ-
ence is treated as if it is on the same ontological level as Being. Hence,
Not-Being is shown not to be the opposite of Being, but something different
from it (257b3-4, 258all-b4). As the Different is set against Being, Not-Be-
ing seems to be the same as Difference.! Yet, more recently, it has been
assumed that “Part of Otherness, not merely Otherness by itself, defines the
genuine non-Being” (Lee 1972, 267), for which T1 seemingly provides strong
evidence.? In this context, a question remains regarding whether Not-Being
is considered Difference (Otherness) or part of it. If Not-Being is not identi-
fied, we cannot appreciate the definition of the sophist in this dialogue.

In this paper, I discuss 257c¢5-258e3 and clarify the nature and functions
of Difference. By doing so, I criticize the widely accepted approach in which
Not-Being is identified as part of Difference, which does not consider two
ontological functions of Difference: dgopiev (marking off) and avtitiBévar
(setting against). In Section 1, I interpret the Visitor’s analogy of the nature of
Difference and knowledge in 257c7-d6. This analogy helps us comprehend
how parts of Difference come into being. In Section 2, I analyze the Visitor’s
exposition of the Not-Beautiful as an example of part of Difference in 257d7-
ell. This example enables us to explain how the two functions of Difference
lead the Not-Beautiful into being. In Section 3, I conclude that Not-Being is
defined as the nature of Difference, not as part of it, by discussing a contro-
versial sentence (258all-b4). Finally, I return to T1 and interpret 258e2-3 by
shedding new light on the participial phrase “t6 Tpog 10 6v €kacTtov péplov
avtiig avtitiBépevoy” in this context. My reading advocates the identification
of Not-Being as the nature of Difference.

The Analogy of the Nature of Difference and Knowledge (257¢7-d6)

At 257¢7, the Visitor begins to explore the nature of Difference by investigat-
ing how it “has been cut up into pieces” (kataxexeppotioBor). What does
he mean by “being cut up into pieces”? He first explains this in the case of
knowledge:

1 Cherniss 1944, 93 n.61: “t6 p1 v is the ‘idea of difference™; 262: “[Plato] identifies [t0
pn 6v] rather with the idea of difference”; Ross 1951, 115: “[not-being] is not a sixth
‘greatest kind’, because it is simply difference under another name.”

2 Brown 2012, 249: “not being is not identified with the different, but with either one
special part of it ... or with any part of the different”; Kahn 2013, 121.

390

https://dol.org/10.5771/9783495991367-389 - am 03.12.2025, 23:37:01. https://www.inllbra.com/de/agb - Open Access -


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783495991367-389
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb

Two Ontological Functions of the Nature of Difference in Plato’s Sophist

T2 257c10-dl: Knowledge too, I suppose, is one, but each part of
it, marked off (apopioBev), is relating to a particular thing (éni tw
yryvépevov) and carries a particular name (énwvuplov ioxet) that is pecu-
liar to itself. (Rowe 2015, trans., slightly modified)

By analyzing the naming practice into two steps, T2 shows how knowledge is
cut up into pieces. The second step is easier to understand than the first. For
example, in relation to health and disease, a particular kind of knowledge
is named “medicine.” Another kind concerning numbers is named “arith-
metic.” In general, each branch of knowledge has a proper name in relation
to its specific subject matter. Before this step, however, a particular kind of
knowledge must already have been grasped as “part” of knowledge, since we
are not interested in knowledge in general. This first step is expressed as
“being marked off” (&popileaBat). But from what? The answer is that the
relevant part must be marked off from both the whole of knowledge and its
other parts. The reason is that calling something a part implies that it is not
the whole of which it is a part, and that it is a part that is different from other
parts.

Hence, the naming of a particular branch of knowledge consists of two
steps. (1) We are concerned with knowledge, not as a whole but as a part of
it, marked off from the whole as well as other parts. Logically, in this step, we
still have no idea of the part of knowledge with which we are dealing. (2) By
relating it to a particular subject matter, we find a specific type of knowledge
by which we deal with this branch’s proper object.

Using the analogy of knowledge, the Visitor tries to explain how the
nature of Difference is cut up into pieces, assuming it “is one, and its parts
have suffered the same” process as parts of knowledge have (257d4-5). Each
part of Difference is named according to two steps: (1) being marked off
from Difference and its other parts; and (2) according to its specific nature.
Immediately, the Visitor replaces (2) with “being set against (&vtitiBecBoun)
some specific being” (cf. 257e2-4), thus discussing the Not-Beautiful as a
part of Difference. How, then, are these two steps in naming related to the
nature of Difference??

At the end of the “five greatest Kinds” passage (254b-256e), which argues
that each of the five Kinds is no other Kind and is different from all other
Kinds by partaking of the nature of Difference (255b3, e5-6; cf. 256b2-3), the
Visitor draws a general conclusion from the case of Motion: “with all Kinds
(mévta o yévn), the nature of Difference, by making (amepyalopévn) each

3 Cf. Lee 1972, 269-76; Brown 2012, 243-48.
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of them different from Being [itself], renders (motel) it not Being (o0x 6v)”
(256d12-€2). Just as a sensible object’s participation in a transcendent Form
represents a causal relationship in the middle works, so does the nature of
Difference function (&mepydlecBat, molelv) in a similar causal way to make
each Kind different from Being and to render it not Being. Ontologically,
without this function of Difference, no Kind could exist distinctly from Be-
ing. As each Kind comes to be (or exists) only by partaking of Being (256€3),
Difference, with Being, serves to make each Kind one among beings (ta
6vta), that is, a part of Being. Thus, the nature of Difference, as being one
(s otiong 257d4-5), is “cut up into pieces over all beings (¢mi mavto Ta
6vta)” (258el), and with Being, “pervades” (SieAnAvBéte 259a4-6, cf. 255e4)
all Kinds. Since this function of Difference can be applied generically to all
Kinds, I call it the “generic function” of Difference. By this function, the
nature of Difference generically marks off part of Being, which is also part of
Difference, not only from Being itself, but also from other parts of Being,

Hence, the generic function of Difference is the first step in naming of
a part of Difference, by which X is marked off from Difference itself and
its other parts. It is not contradictory to say that X is and is not, as X is by
partaking of Being, while X is not by partaking of Difference: X is different
from Being and is not Being. Thus, Being and Difference cooperate to mark
off X as being something (t1), but X remains as something indefinite at the
stage, where the generic function of marking off is not enough to determine
what X is (cf. 255¢3-6). As in the case of knowledge, to specify what content
X has by virtue of the nature of Difference, we must consider the second step
in naming: the Not-Beautiful.

Not-Beautiful as a Part of Difference (257d7-ell)

The Visitor goes on to explain how parts of Difference come to possess
their own names, focusing on the second step in the naming process. To his
question of whether what is set against the Beautiful has a name, Theaetetus
confidently replies:

T3 257d11-13: Yes, it has ("Exov)! For that which we utter on each occasion
(éxdotote @Beyydpeba) as “not-beautiful” is different from nothing else
than the nature of the Beautiful (tfjc T0D xohod pioews).
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Contrary to the usual interpretation, T3 does not treat negative predications,
as already shown by van Eck and Brown.* The participle &€ov stands for
™® xaA® Tt Batépov pépov avtitiBépevov (257d7), which is named “pr
KOAGV”; yép explains why this part of Difference is named “Not-Beautiful”
by appealing to our daily experience of uttering “not-beautiful,” in which
we call or name this part “Not-Beautiful.” So, the relative pronoun 6 and its
“postcedent” tolto must refer to this part. Because the nature of Difference
is regarded as a Kind, this part of it must be a Kind, and 1] tod xaAod ¢iotg,
which is set against the Not-Beautiful, must also be a Kind, but not whatever
is beautiful >

Why, then, does Theatetus mention our daily experience of naming the
relevant Kind “Not-Beautiful”? Consider the occasion on which we utter
“not beautiful.” As noted above, this utterance is not a predication that says
something about something else, nor is it plausible to imagine a theoreti-
cal discussion of the Not-Beautiful by using its name. The context of this
passage requires us to reflect on the structure of how we name a part of
Difference, so we may well expect Theatetus to vividly recall how he has so
far demarcated the Beautiful and the Not-Beautiful in his life. If so, the use
of pOéyyecbou seems to highlight our ostensive learning of the Beautiful in
contrast to the Not-Beautiful. In trying to learn what the Beautiful is, we
encounter something that is not beautiful at all, and suddenly exclaim in sur-
prise, “No! Not beautiful!” This utterance never describes X before our very
eyes as “X is not beautiful,” but it is a sign of identifying the Not-Beautiful in
X, regardless of what X may be.

To illustrate this type of identification by analogy, consider how a child
learns a color, say, “red.”® A child is shown various color samples by a
teacher—not only paradigmatic samples of red, such as apples and tomatoes,
but also foils, which are paradigmatic samples of different colors, such as
peaches and eggplants. The child is aware of learning a particular color.
When the teacher shows another sample of red and asks whether it is called
“red,” the child may correctly answer, “Red!” If the teacher shows a yellow
ball, the child may shout, “Not red!” The child who is learning what red is
tries to demarcate between red and not-red, focusing on the realm of color
and ignoring where red or not-red exists. Through trial and error, the child
learns what to call “red,” often by identifying what is not-red.

4 Van Eck 1995, 25-32; Brown 2012, 243-48.
5 Pace Bostock 1984, 115-16.
6 Cf. Quine 1969, 119ff.
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This analogy can be used to illustrate the second step in naming. If,
as Bluck suggests,” “Theatetus’ reply at 257d ... in terms of concrete in-
stances” is concerned with “paradeigmatic standards,” we can easily interpret
our utterance of “not-beautiful” based on recognizing foils—in contrast to
paradigms—in the process of learning the Beautiful. We sometimes osten-
sively identify the Not-Beautiful based on paradigmatic cases here and now,
demarcating it from the Beautiful. This identification constitutes the second
step in our naming of a part of Difference, which specifies its indefinite
content by setting it against the Beautiful. I call this the “specific function” of
Difference.

Accordingly, the Visitor explains the Not-Beautiful in terms of these two
functions of Difference:

T4 257e2-4: "ANAO TUL TGOV BVTWV TIVOG EVOG YEVOUG [EPOG apoptabév, kal
TPOS TL TV GVTwy ab TaAY avtiteBév, oltw cupPéPrkev eivor TO i
KAAGV;

Is it not this: a part of some one Kind, marked off from beings, and in
turn, again, set against from some one of beings, this is how the Not-Beau-
tiful turns out to be?

T4 is problematic both philosophically and philologically. Using my inter-
pretation of the two functions of Difference, I submit my reading of T4
based on the new Oxford Classical Text.® The first participial phrase explains
the generic function of Difference [dgopilewv], so Tvog €vog yévoug pépog
stands for a part of Difference, the content of which is still indefinite at
this step, marked off from other parts of Being (t@v 6vtwv). The second
participial phrase stands for the specific function of Difference [avtiTiO¢vou],
which shows that the content of the part of Difference in question is speci-
fied by being set against some part of Being (ti t®v 6vtwv), that is, the
Beautiful. Through these two functions, Difference brings into being the part
in question as the Not-Beautiful.

The Visitor’s paraphrase of T4 reveals the fusion of the function of Differ-
ence and its product: “the Not-Beautiful turns out to be a sort of antithesis
of some being against some being” (257e6-7). This antithesis represents the
specific function of Difference, in which a still indefinite being (8vtog) is
related to the Beautiful (mpog &v). As the Greek term €pyov means both a
function of something and a work produced by the function (cf. 218¢2), the

7 Bluck 1975, 166; cf. 142, 148, 160.
8 Cf. Robinson 1999, 156-57.
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Not-Beautiful is the specific work Difference produces in specializing the
Beautiful, for which the phrase “a sort of (11g)” antithesis is used.

Not-Being as the Nature of Difference (258al-e3)

The Visitor adds two more examples—the Not-Large and the Not-Just—and
stresses that they are beings in much the same way as the Not-Beautiful
(258al-6). In general, since the nature of Difference emerges as one among
beings, while being a cause (éxeivng 8¢ otomg 258a8), we must also treat its
parts as beings. In conclusion, the Visitor exposes the nature of Difference
and its relation to Being itself:

T5 258all-b4: Ovxolv, wg £otkev, 1) TG Batépov popiov @ioews kol Tiig
ToD 6vTog TpOg BAAMA GvTikelpévwy GvtiBeolg ovdEv fTTov, &l BEpg
eimelv, avtod Tod Ovtog ovola £oTiv, ovk évavtiov ékelvw ompaivovoa
GANA TOTODTOV POVOV, ETEPOV EKEVOU.

T5 is a highly controversial sentence. From 257b3-4, we can infer that “9 ...
avtiBeotg” in T5 refers to Not-Being and that it is characterized as no less
ovola than Being itself. So, when asked what this antithesis is, Theatetus
unhesitatingly answers, “Clearly, Not-Being, which we were seeking for the
sake of the sophist, is precisely this (a0Tt6 éotL ToUT0)” (258b7-8).

Different from “a sort of” antithesis at 257e6, this antithesis denotes a
formula signifying two functions of the nature of Difference in general. After
the generic function of Difference marks off a part of the nature of Differ-
ence, its specific function sets that part against a particular being, which
gives rise to a particular not-being. Then, this antithesis functions as a bridge
between a part of the nature of Difference and a part of the nature of Being,
which indicates that popiov gpvoewg—not merely pioews—is mentally sup-
plied to Tijs ToD 6vtog at 258bl.° Consequently, T5 answers a fundamental
question from the beginning of the “greatest Kinds” passage: “How [these
Kinds] stand in respect of capacity (function, duvdpewg) to combine with
each other” (254¢5-6), a reply to which will somehow account for Being and
Not-Being (c6-8). As a vowel-like Kind, the nature of Difference functions
as a special bond (8eopdg, 253a5) not only generically between Being itself
and a part of it, but specifically between any indefinite being—a part of
Difference—and a particular being, so that a particular not-being comes into
being. If the interlocutors still regard ovaio as dOvopig (capacity or function),

9 Robinson 1999, 157; Brown 2012, 249-50; cf. Lee 1972, 282-83.
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the idea of which they introduced at 247e, we can legitimately reason that
they identify Not-Being with this antithesis as the function of Difference,
specifically with the bearer of the antithesis.

Finally, let us return to T1, which recapitulates T5'° and concludes this
passage:

T1 258d7-e3: v yop Batépov ¢iowv amodeiavtes obodv Te xal
KOTOKEKEPUOTIOREVNY ETIL TIAVTOL TO OVTOL TIPOG GAANAQ, TO TPOG TO OV
€xaoTov poplov avtiig vTiTIOépevoy EToAproapey eltelv g avTO TOUTH
£0TLV OvVTWG TO P} Ov.1!

For, having demonstrated that the nature of Difference is and has been
cut up into pieces over all beings against each other, as to the part of [the
nature of Difference] being set against each being, we dared to say that it is
precisely this that really Not-Being turns out to be.

As noted in the Introduction, many scholars have identified Not-Being as
Part of the nature of Difference, taking the proleptic, participial phrase “t0
TPOG TO OV €xaoTov pdplov avtiig avtiTiBépevoy” to mean “the part of the
nature of Difference set against each being,”? which a0to TobTo restates.
However, instead of this identification, T5 showed that Not-Being is the
antithesis of a part of Difference and a part of Being, which consists of the
function of the nature of Difference, restated by “a0t6 ... Todt0” at 258b8. As
T1 paraphrases T5, it seems reasonable to take the participial phrase at issue
as expressing this function of Difference. But is this grammatically possible?
Since T5 and 258b7-8 focus on the antithesis that signifies Not-Being,
insofar as the participial phrase rephrases it, the central factor of the phrase
must be the participle dvtitiBépevov, which might be grammatically called
“a dominant participle.”® In this case, the phrase emphasizes not the part
of Difference, but the function of Difference that sets the part of it against
a particular part of Being. If this participial phrase is “used like an articular
infinitive with its subject” (Goodwin 1890, 332, §829 (b)), we can translate
it as “the part of it [i.e, the nature of Difference] being set against each
being,” as an example of the ab urbe condita construction. Therefore, in the
ws clause, “a0to ToUT0,” as well as “avT6 ... TodTo” (258b8), signifies the very

10 Note étohprjoapey eimelv (258e3) refers back to ei Bépig eimelv (b2).

11 I adopt éxaotov (Simp. in Ph. 238.26) rather than éxdotov (MSS; Simp. 135.26) and
take it with o 6v, not with pdptov.

12 Brown 2012, 251. Interpretations vary depending on whether one takes éxdotov or
£xaotov with 10 &v or with pépiov.

13 Emde Boas et al. 2019, 630-31, §52.45.

14 Cf. Smyth 1956, 456, §2053.
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function of the nature of Difference, which évtwg 10 pn év—the form of
Not-Being—proves to be.

Conclusion

I have argued that Not-Being is identical to the nature of Difference. Many
scholars have mistaken it as part of the nature of Difference, disregarding
the dominant use of dvtitiBépevov at 258e2.1> They have also paid little
attention to the two ontological functions of Difference. The generic func-
tion of Difference [dgop(lerv] helps Being itself bring any being (Kind) into
existence, whereas its specific function [avtitiOévau] makes this indefinite
being into a particular not-being by setting it against a particular being. The
nature of Difference is cut into pieces over all beings and, with Being itself,
pervades all Kinds. Hence, 257c-258e shows that Not-Being, as such, has
been scattered throughout all beings (t0 ... pn 6v ... kata TavTa T& GvTQL
dieamappévov 260b7-8), thus contributing to the rest of Plato’s Sophist.!®

15 To my knowledge, only Van Eck 2002, 81-83 considers the participial phrase at issue
to mean “the fact that a part of it [i.e. of the nature of the different] is set against
the being of each” (81). However, not only does van Eck not explain the grammar of
avtitiBépevoy, but he also identifies Not-Being with Part of the nature of Difference;
cf. 1995, 24; 2002, 73-74.

16 This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number JP23K00011.
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