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 Philosophers explore and closely engage in the pursuit of truth.   Truth described as 

the acquisition of pure knowledge. Soldiers seek to acquire material and power.  Soldiers 

do not examine virtue as closely as philosophers because their virtue is to be the best 

warrior.  They relish in their enemies’ fear and anguish.  When a soldier is forced into the 

position of a philosopher what is the end result? How do they react?  The purpose of this 

paper is to explore the roles of Plato’s sophist and philosopher, through the 

definitions/terms given in The Sophist. I will consider the roles of Iago, and Othello in 

William Shakespeare’s tragedy, Othello.  Can each character be identified as a sophist or 

philosopher, or even both?  

           The Sophist is the Platonic dialogue that immediately follows the Theatetus 

from the previous day. (The Theatetus dialogue discusses the forms of knowledge.  It 

divides the forms into three types: knowledge based upon perception, knowledge as a 

judgment, and knowledge as a judgment based upon an account/testimony. ) The 

conversation is between Theatetus and a stranger from Elea. Socrates is present in the 

beginning and proposes the initial question, but is not heard the remainder of the 

dialogue.  The dialogue aims to distinguish the role of a sophist and what tools he utilizes 

to execute his intentions by distinguishing how the sophist differs from the role of the 

statesman and philosophers.  To do this, the Stranger uses dialectic to form a process of 

division to define terms.  He begins by exploring acquisitive arts by professions/trades of 

acquiring, such as a fisherman, hunter, and farmers.  By observing each profession’s 

desire for gain, this is apparent in all professions of the acquisitive nature. 

Stranger: Then also that part of acquisitive art which proceeds by exchange, and by sale, 
whether as mere retail trade or the sale of one’s own productions, no matter which, so 
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long as it is of the class of merchandising in knowledge, you will always, apparently, call 
sophistry. (Sec. 224E, L. 1-4). 
 

Using provisional definitions, the Stranger asserts that the Sophist does the same in his 

field, and that each of these professions has a  techne, or similar mastery, making the 

sophist a part of this acquisitive production.  For a sophist uses his mastery of debate and 

rhetoric to gain goods through his discussion and craft. Rhetoric is the mastery of 

persuasion through invoked emotion. The sophist also must possess the ability to 

interpret the subjects in a manner that is seemingly flawless, in order to control the 

outcome of his account.  Using imitation of knowledge and ability, the sophist guides 

others to an interpretation of a discussion.  Individuals then become apart of the illusion 

of self-revelation in this process. This categorizes the profession of sophistry into an 

appearance-making art.   

Stranger: Then what in the world can the magical power of sophistical art be? 
Theatetus: Magical power in what respect? 
Str.: In the way in which they are able to make young men think that they themselves are 
in all matters the wisest of men.  For it is clear that if they neither disputed correctly nor 
seems to the young men to do so, or again if they did seem to dispute rightly but were not 
considered wiser on that account, nobody, to quote from you, would care to pay them 
money to become their pupil in these subjects. 
Thea.: Certainly not. 
Str.: But how people do care to do so? 
Thea.: Very much. 
Str.: Yes, for they are supposed, I fancy, to have knowledge themselves of the things 
about which they dispute. 
Thea.: Of course. 
Str.: Yes, for they do that about all things, do they not? 
Thea.:  Yes. 
Str.: Yes, for they are supposed, I fancy, to have knowledge themselves of the things 
about which they dispute. 
Str.: Then they appear to their pupils to be wise in all things. 
Thea.: To be sure. 
Str.:  Though they are not; for that was shown to be impossible. 
Thea.: Of course it is impossible. 
Str.:  Then it is a sort of knowledge based upon mere opinion that the sophist has been 
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shown to possess about all things, not true knowledge (Sec. 233B-223C). 
 
The sophist is an imitation of the wise man when in actuality he is the barer of false 

knowledge that is of right and false opinion. Looking at the final passage of the 

discussion sheds light on the nature of the opinion shared. 

Str.: We must remember that there were to be two parts of the image-making class; the 
likeness making and the fantastic, if we should find that falsehood really existed and was 
in the class of real being. 
Thea.: Yes, there were.... 
Str.: But it is surely worthwhile to consider, Theatetus, that mimetic art also has two 
parts; and I will tell you why. 
Thea.: Please do. 
Str.: Some who imitate do so with knowledge of that which they imitate, and others 
without such knowledge.  And yet what division can we imagine more complete than that 
which separates knowledge and ignorance? 
Thea.: None. 
Str.: The example, I just gave was of imitation by those who know, was it not? For a man 
who imitates you would know you and your figure. 
Thea.: Of course. 
Str.: But what of the figure of justice and, in a word, of virtue in general?  Are there not 
many who have no knowledge of it, but only a sort of opinion, and who try with the 
greatest eagerness to make this which they themselves think is virtue seems to exist within 
them, by imitating it in acts and words to the best of their ability? 
Thea.: Yes, there are very many such people. 
Str.: Do all of them, then, fail in the attempt to seem to be just when they are not so at 
all?  Or is quite the opposite? 
Thea.: Quite the opposite. 
Str.: Then I think we must say that such an imitator is quite distinct from the other, the 
one who does not know from the one that knows. 
Thea.: Yes. 
Str.: Where, then, then can the fitting name for each of the two be found?  Clearly it is 
not an easy task, because there was, it seems, among the earlier thinkers a long 
established and careless indolence in respect to the division of classes or genera into 
forms or species, so that nobody even tried to make such divisions; therefore there cannot 
be a great abundance of names.  However, even though the innovation in language be a 
trifle bold, let us, for the sake of making a distinction, call the imitation which is based on 
opinion, opinion-imitation, and that which is founded on knowledge, a sort of science 
imitation. 
Thea.: Agreed. 
Str.: We must therefore apply ourselves to the former, for we found that the sophist was 
among those who imitate but is not among those who know. 
Thea.: Very true. (Sec. 266E-267E) 
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This establishes the two types of imitation of knowledge, likeness making and the 

fantastic.  The first type is by individuals who use their knowledge to imitate with the 

best of their capability.  As in those who act out of their idea of virtue, but because virtue 

cannot be taught it is only imitated. This makes it subjected to an individual’s knowledge, 

or ignorance of what it might actually be.  The latter type, the fantastic, is characterized 

by those that do not know and attempt recreate their subjects as if it were equal.  Both it 

seems though are actually subjected to the imitators opinion, but can be distinguished as 

those who know and those that do not know.   

 Following this distinction, the Stranger suggests that the root of this refers back to 

Parmenides’ doctrine of being and non-being. These terms are defined by the exploration 

of the meaning of being (that which is) and non-being, in relation to sameness and 

difference.  By exploring the differences and similarities, the Stranger is able to establish 

the relationship between these two terms.  Being then is defined by the similarities and 

actual that do not relate to the non-being. 

Stranger: We are really, my dear friend, engaged in a very difficult investigation; 
for the matter of appearing and seeming, but not being, and of saying things, but 
not true all ones-all this is now and always has been very perplexing.  You see, 
Theatetus, it is extremely difficult to understand how a man is to say or think that 
falsehood really exists and in saying this not be involved contradiction. 

 Theate.: Why? 
Str.: This statement involves the bold assumption that non-being exists, for 
otherwise falsehood could not come into existence.  But great Parmenides, my boy, 
from the time when we are children to the end of his life, always protested against 
this and constantly repeated both in prose and verse: 

 ‘Never let this thought prevail saith he, that non-being is; But keep your            
mind from this way of investigation.’ 

So that is his testimony, and a reasonable examination of the statement itself would 
make it most absolutely clear.  Let us then consider this matter first, if it’s all the 
same to you. 
Theat.: Assume my consent to anything you wish.  Consider only the argument, how 
it may best be pursued; follow your own course, and take me along with you. 
Str.: Very well, then.  Now tell me; do we venture to use the phrase absolute not-
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being? 
 Thea.: Of course. 

Str. If, then, not merely for the sake of discussion or as a joke, but seriously, one of 
his pupils were asked to consider and answer the question “to what is the 
designation ‘not being’ be applied?” how do we thinking he would reply to his 
questioner, and how would he apply the term, for what purpose, and to what 
object? 
Thea.:  That is a difficult question; I may say that for a fellow like me it is 
unanswerable. 
Str.:  But this is clear, anyhow, that the term ‘not-being’ cannot be applied to any 
being. 

 Thea.: Of course not. 
Str.: And if not to being, then it could not properly be applied to something, either 
(Sec.236D-237D).  

 
To begin with the Stranger ventures to categorize the being as those that are apparent and 

the non-being that which is different.  He then argues that to claim non-being in relation 

to falsehood it would be a contradiction because falsehood suggests that something is 

nonexistent.  Then it asserted that non-being must exist because then there would not be 

falsehood.  He states that it would contradict Parmenides and it would be contradicting to 

assert that falsehood can only exist when non-being is present.  The stranger then 

concludes that non-being coexists with being for without it then falsehood would not 

exist.  Then it is clarified that non-being is not the opposite of being, but what is different.  

Lets say that a being is white, and then the non-being is not white, but is a part of a 

separate category like black.  The non-being exists within its own category in relation to 

the being, but remains separate.   

   To determine fact from fiction is one of the impossibilities of life.  To have the 

capability to identify reality from falsehood is a skill that no amount of money could 

buy.  In Plato’s The Sophist, Theatetus and the Stranger debate the true being/purpose, 

and definition of a Sophist.  The subject raises many questions about truth and 

falsehood.  To be a master of “persuasion”, as sophists are determined to be, is it possible 
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to lack the understanding of both truth and falsehood?  To truly master a craft doesn’t one 

have to understand every angle, leaving no grey area?  Through this understanding does 

the Sophist obtain a greater connection to the truth, than the honest individual   in search 

of the truth? 

           The sophist and the philosopher are different in their definitions, yet very similar 

in nature.  A philosopher is someone who seeks the wisdom and truth of knowledge 

through exploration.  They share their wisdom with others by allowing individuals to 

recollect what the “soul” has known.  Socrates’ theory on the soul’s ability to recollect 

infers that the soul already knows everything and as it continues on it recollects memories 

lost.  There is no single clear definition of the sophist in the dialogue but many 

provisional definitions put forth. They are said to be similar to philosophers, but differ in 

their manner of educating the masses.  Philosophers consistently discuss matters until 

they have determined a conclusion/resolution.  By conversing and exploring topics, 

philosophers are able to gain knowledge of higher truth. Philosophers search 

continuously for these conclusions until they accept the inability to derive a mortal 

answer. Then they have fulfilled what they aimed to complete, and gained wisdom by 

admitting they know nothing.  

            Sophists are considered to be the opposite of philosophers.  For philosophers aim 

to seek the truth of wisdom, and to allow others to naturally come to the similar 

conclusions on their own.  Sophists are artists/masters of imitation and persuasion. Their 

“truths” are based on those of opinion and false knowledge. “Since we dare to say that 

falsehood exists in opinions and words; for he will say that we are thus forced repeatedly 

to attribute being to not-being, although we agreed awhile ago that nothing could be 
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more impossible than that” (Sec. 241b, l. 3-7).  When truth/knowledge is exposed to the 

opinion of an individual it becomes relatively true.    Opinion then becomes origin of 

falsehood because it eliminates the purity of knowledge in relation to the universal and 

becomes relative to the individual.   This begs the question if   “pure” knowledge or truth 

is possible.  If every thing is subject to opinion does that make every thing false or 

true?  It seems that this argument can become circular and endless. It is similar to a 

distraction that a sophist may use to persuade an individual through confusion and 

confidence in such a complex matter.  

            The Stranger discusses how through imitation, sophists are able to convince 

others of falsehood rather than truth.  Thus making the people believe the false to be 

true.  This then brings into question how much truth and falsehood is actually utilized by 

the sophists and philosophers?  Is it possible that the sophists have to have a greater 

understanding of the realities of truth and wisdom, than that of a philosopher? For in 

order to recreate a “truth” it takes the ability to understand both sides of the 

subject/object, what actually is and how to manipulate it to be something else that the 

sophist would want the masses to believe.   This concept can be taken with the sophist’s 

use of persuasion. 

 Take the art of acting for example, an actor is expected to read a script and to form 

someone alternate to their actual being; that is good enough to evoke feeling from those 

observing. He does this by relying on the audience’s memory and experience in relation 

to emotions.  When contemplating the amount of sophistry in most occupations and life it 

becomes clear that it is more present than one might have believed.  Once an individual 

becomes aware of the truth and falsehood presented to them it would be plausible that 
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one would be able to comprehend fact from fiction.   

            Trying to distinguish the between the real from unreal there is a seamless line 

between the cause of each being.  Regardless of significance to reality, each thing is 

relative to one another, and through that relevance it becomes universal.   

“It would not be so, if being and the other were not utterly different.  If the other, 

like being, partook of both absolute and relative existence, there would be also 

among the others that exist another not in relation to any other; but as it is, we find 

that whatever is other is just what it is through compulsion of another.” (Sec. 

255D, l.3-8) 

 
Truth is universal because it has an existence that allows the creation of something else, 

within its own class.  Through this, falsehood or truth can be developed which concludes 

that all things must be so. Let us apply this, for example, all birds have wings. Taking 

this statement to be truth it is fact that all birds have feathers.  If one took this one step 

further he could assert that all birds fly.  This statement is false because not all birds can 

fly, but all of them still have feathers.  Then the true statement that birds all have 

feathers, is proven, but further a false notion that all birds fly comes forward. From this it 

also becomes clear that if everything is in relation to one another it is impossible not to 

have some understanding of it.  Then it is necessary to understand that alternate angles of 

the creation and destruction of all things.  By aiming to obtain the higher truth in view of 

the larger/whole picture, do philosophers overlook key details that can only be detected 

on a smaller scale?  This leaves room for sophists to manipulate minds of other 

individuals, for they comprehend the importance of every unturned leaf for it creates 

another angle for their schemes.   
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            Now to immediately declare this a negative characteristic is a quick glance and 

not thorough enough for these alternate views. With no regard for the level of fact it 

creates opportunities not to merely recollect, but the chance to reexamine thoughts and 

knowledge that have accumulated.  This enables individuals to establish multiple grounds 

of belief.  

“The ability to let those quibbles go as of no account and to follow and refute in detail 
the arguments of a man who says that other is in a sense the same or same is other, and 
to do this from those relations which he presupposes for either of these conditions.  But 
show that in some sort of fashion the same is the other, like unlike, and to take pleasure 
in thus always bringing forward opposites in the argument, all that is no true refutation, 
but it plainly the newborn offspring of some brain that has just begun to lay hold upon 
the problems of realities” (Sec. 259D). 
 
By creating multiple grounds of belief this contradicts the ambitions of philosophers, 

wishing to create one universal truth/wisdom.  With regard to one another it is not 

possible to initially concur on similar examinations of reality.  Although it may be 

developed out of opinion, by creating multiple views and arguments it is possible 

inevitably to establish one truth/wisdom.  This may or may not consist of falsehoods that 

are the higher understandings that philosophers wish to develop within themselves. 

 William Shakespeare’s plays examine the realities of man and the actions that occur 

in great circumstances.  Many of his plays examine the characteristics of man’s nature 

and the extremes that can arise.  Many of Plato’s works/philosophic ideas are tested in his 

works.   

 I propose to compare Plato’s The Sophist and Shakespeare’s Othello and ask which 

one allows a better understanding of the nature of man and his pursuit of 

truth/knowledge? It is possible to identify the sophists and philosophers based upon the 

terms given in The Sophist, in relation to Shakespeare’s characters Iago and Othello?  In 
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this comparison, then is it possible to find similar and different characteristics of both 

Iago and Othello, in relation to one another and man? 

            There are men who are not world-renowned philosophers, but men in love whose 

existence depends on the truth or word of their lover.  Love gives man the capability to 

become something greater than his mere existence.  It allows him to join into union with 

another individual emotionally, physically, and, depending on beliefs, spiritually. By 

gaining this union with another individual a single individual is someone more, with a 

greater understanding than he had before.  This newfound revelation through love is 

comparable to the wisdom of truth that philosophers seek.  Othello, the Moor, is a 

character crafted by the wisest of playwrights, William Shakespeare, and is the tragic 

character of the play Othello.  This play investigates the webs men weave to meet selfish 

aims, and to what extent man allows their passions to direct and mold their lives/ 

surrounding.  Othello’s story is cut short by the false opinions he derives from Iago’s 

imitations of truth. 

           Othello choosing Cassio to be his lieutenant aggravates Iago from the start of the 

play.  Iago feels that he is entitled to the role based on his previous service and 

qualifications. 

 Iago: Despise me, if I do not.  Three great ones of the city 
 In personal suit to make me his lieutenant, 
 Off-capp’d to him: and, by the faith of man, 
 I know my price, I am worth no worse a place: 
 But he, as loving his own pride and purposes, 
 Evades them, with a bombast circumstance 
 Horribly stuff’d with epithets of war; 
 And, in conclusion 
 Nonsuits my mediators; for, “Certes,” says he, 
 ‘I have already chose my officer’. 
 And what was he? 
 For sooth, a great arithmetician, 
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 One Michael Cassio, a Florentine, 
 A fellow almost damn’d in a fair wife; 
 That never set a squadron in the field, 
 Nor the division of a battle knows 
 More than a spinster; unless bookish theoretic, 
 Wherein the toged consuls purpose 
 As masterly as he: mere prattle without practice 
 Is all his soldiership.  But he, sir, had the election: 
 And I, of whom his eyes have seen proof 
 At Rhodes, of Cyprus, and on other grounds  
 Christian heathen, must be be-lee’d and calm’d 
 By debitor and creditor: this counter-caster, 
 He, in good time, must his lieutenant be,  
 And I- God bless the mark! his Moorship’s ancient. 
 Why, there’s no remedy; ‘t is the curse of service. 
 Preferment goes by letter and affection, 
 And not by old gradation, where each second 
 Stood heir to the first.  Now, sir, be judge yourself 
 Whether I in any just term am affined 
 To love the Moor... 
 I follow him to serve my turn upon him: 
 We cannot all be masters nor all masters  
 Cannot be truly follow’d... 
 Others there are 
 Who, trimm’d in forms and visages of duty,  
 Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves, 
 and throwing shows of service on their lords...end: 
 Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago: 
 In following him I follow but myself; 
 Heaven is my judge, Not I for love and duty, 
 But seeming so, for peculiar end: 
 For when my outward action doth demonstrate 
 The native act and figure of my heart 
 In compliment extern,’t is not long after 
 But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve 
 For dawns peck at: I am not what I am. (Act I, Scene I). 
 
Iago declares his hatred and lack of loyalty for his new leader, to the character of 

Roderigo.  Iago schemes to bring down the moor by ruining the love and new marriage 

that Othello has begun with Desdemona.  Desdemona the daughter of Brabantino, a 

senator, is outraged when he hears that his daughter has stolen away in the night to be 

with the moor.  Bringing this issue to the Duke, Iago is disappointed when his initial plan 
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fails him.  From this point he devises a plan to bring down Othello through his very own 

replacement, Cassio.  Iago plots to have Othello believe that Cassio and Desdemona have 

begun an affair in Othello’s absence.  He is able to do this by having his wife Emilia, 

Desdemona’s hand maiden, steal the handkerchief given to her by Othello as a token to 

her of his devotion and love to her. 

 Emilia: I am glad I have found this napkin: 
 This was her first remembrance from the Moor: 
 My wayward husband hath a hundred times 
 Woo’d me to steal it; but she so loves the token, 
 For he conjured her she should ever keep it, 
 That she reserved it evermore about her 
 To kiss and talk to.  I’ll have the work ta’en out, 
 And give’t Iago,: what he will do with it 
 Heaven knows, not I; 
 I nothing but please his fantasy (Act III, Scene III). 
 
Emilia is unable at this time to understand her husband’s schemes and takes the 

handkerchief out of her duty as Iago’s wife.  Iago knows the importance of the token and 

knows that by stealing it and placing it into Cassio’s quarters the result will deceive 

Othello into further madness by the assumption of an affair between Cassio and 

Desdemona, breaking Othello’s faith in his lieutenant and wife.   In reality, Cassio is a 

devoted lieutenant and only guilt in his character is his uncontrollable actions that occur 

when drinking alcohol.  After a night of drinking instigated by Iago, Cassio engages in a 

street brawl that shames him.  Cassio seeks Desdemona’s aid in appealing to the heart of 

Othello.  Desdemona agrees to help and listen to the disgraced Cassio.  Cassio does not 

know from whence the handkerchief came and gives it to his love Bianca. 

 Bianca: O Cassio, whence came this? 
 This is some token from a newer friend: 
 To the felt absence now I feel a cause: 
 Is’t come to this? Well, well. 
 Cassio: Go to, woman! 
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 Throw your vile guesses in the devil’s teeth, 
 From whence you have them.  You are jealous now 
 That this is from some mistress, some remembrance: 
 No, by faith Bianca. 
 Bian.: Why, whose is it? 
 Cas.: I know not, sweet: I found it in my chamber.   
 I like the work well: it be demanded 
 As like enough it will- I’ld have it copied: 
 Take it, and do’; and leave me for this time (Act III, Scene IV). 
 
Othello overhears Cassio talking about his love for Bianca. Seeing the handkerchief 

Othello assumes the conversation is about Desdemona. Following this Iago further 

affirms Othello’s assumptions of the affair between Desdemona and Cassio.   

 
Iago: Yours, by this hand: and to see how he prizes the foolish woman your wife! she 
gave it to him, and he hath given it his whore. 
Othello:  I would have him nine years a-killing.  A fine woman! a fair  
woman! a sweet woman! 
Iago: Nay, you must forget that. 
Oth: Ay, let her rot, and perish, and be damned to-night: for shel shall  
not live: no, my heart is turned to stone; I strike it, and it hurts 
my hand.  O, the world hath not a sweeter creature: she might lie 
by an emperor’s side and command his tasks (Act IV, Scene I). 
 
  The betrayal that Othello experiences, turns him into a hardened man of war, instead of 

a man in love.  To protect his heart and maintain his dignity he emulates the mentality of 

a soldier dealing with the enemy of his passions.  He shields himself with the armor 

engulfed in anger, which begins to deteriorate into hatred for Desdemona.  A hatred that 

is not of her person, but of her virtue that she has soiled in her relations with Cassio.  

Desdemona is all purity and virtue to Othello. Her virtue is her faithfulness and love for 

Othello as his wife. 

 Othello accuses Desdemona of being a whore in front of the Duke.  Desdemona 

desperate to help the ever-increasingly tormented Othello, begs him to come to her at 

night.  She has their wedding sheets adorned upon their bed.  That night Othello entrusts 
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Iago with killing Cassio for him.  In relay Roderigo returns to reveal the true nature of 

Iago, but Iago is able to convince him that his issue is with Cassio.  In the street, at night, 

Roderigo calls upon and attacks Cassio.  Cassio slays Roderigo, and Iago is able to come 

behind Cassio, stabbing him in the leg. Iago escapes into the night unseen. Othello hears 

the cries of death and believes that Iago has fulfilled his promise of slaying Cassio.  He 

then goes forth to meet Desdemona in their bridal chamber aiming to end his tormented 

soul and her life. Othello tormented by his own deception strangles Desdemona to death 

proclaiming her to be a liar and harlot. Emilia begs for Othello to stop, and reveals to him 

the nature of his situation.  She informs him that it is the lies of Iago that have led to this 

fatal end.  

 Emilia: Disprove this villain, if thou be’st a man:  
 He says thou told’st him that his wife is false: 
 I know thou didst not, thou didst not, thou’rt not such a villain. 
 Speak, for my heart is full. 
 Iago: I told him what I thought, and told no more 
 Than what he found himself apt and true. 
 Emil: But did you ever tell him she was false? 
 Iago: I did.  
 Emil: You told a lie, and odious, damned lie; 
 Upon my soul, a lie, a wicked lie! 
 She false with Cassio! Did you say Cassio?.. 
 Emil: Villainy, villainy, villainy! 
 I think upon’t it: I think: I smell’t: O villainy! 
 I thought so then: I’ll kill myself for grief: 
 O villainy, villainy!... 
 (To Othello) 
 Nay, lay thee down and roar; 
 For thou hast kill’d the sweetest and innocent 
 That e’er did lift up eye. (Act V, Scene II). 
 
Emilia, following this revelation, is stabbed in the back by her husband and joins the 

deathbed of her Lady. Iago flees into the night.  Othello is brought before the duke and is 

ordered that he must go forth to Venice to be tried for murder.  Othello then making a 



Hernandez	   16	  

speech for what has been done kills himself.  Iago is captured and is brought forth and is 

ordered to be executed for his crimes of the heart.   

            Iago is the man of many words, and weaver of many tangled webs.  Every fate in 

the Shakespearean tragedy is linked to Iago’s false opinion of the truth.  What is notable 

in the use of rhetoric that Iago has mastered, is that he never produces a lie, but an 

imitation of the truth.  He offers the truth and it is the people around him who choose to 

ignore his foul character and refer to him as good and noble when his intentions are not 

of the sort. Iago’s intentions are to benefit himself and himself alone.  Whether they are 

monetary or professional he seeks the pay that he believes he is due. At the same time 

though he does not utter all lies but also forms/opinions of truths.  He plainly lays out an 

opinion of the truth of a situation in front of him, but allows his victims to ensnare 

themselves in his trap.  By doing this he becomes free of perjury because the senses of 

those around him are diseased with jealousy and lead each of them into their own 

unrelenting minds filled with newfound torment from their senses.  The only time he lied 

was to the person he swore a vow not to.  His own wife, Emilia who he later stabs in the 

back, literally, killing her.   It is ironic how Emilia fought to protect and maintain the 

marriage between Othello and Desdemona, when Othello was the only one with the 

power to save Emilia’s life and marriage to Iago by giving him what he wanted from the 

very beginning.  All three players, Desdemona, Iago, and Othello, are connected by the 

words of Emilia who knows the actual character of Iago. Emilia is assuming that 

Desdemona’s virtue (of not having committed adultery) is true because she has not 

encountered the opposite.  The reader knows that she has not committed a crime wither 

way, but Emilia only has what is in front of her to base her assumptions on.  There could 
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secretly be an affair that the neither reader nor Emilia has knowledge of.   

            Othello, the noble moor, is a man who is known for his great strengths and 

passion on the battlefield.  He does not yield his passion as a warrior nor in the passions 

of his heart.  Othello becomes enraptured by his love for Desdemona. It is this loose rein 

of controlled-will that takes over his mind.  Iago plants a seed of false opinion, but it is in 

fact the poisoned mind of Othello that ends his and his lover’s lives in ruin.  It is his very 

senses that become the turmoil of his soul and cause his judgment to plunder and pillage 

his heart and mind.  Over and over the truth in Desdemona’s virtue is placed in front of 

Othello.  She tells him directly that she has committed no sin against him, but he refuses 

to look beyond the haze that covered his vision.  This is further evident when Emilia begs 

him to forgive and release her honest lady.  He becomes the man in search of higher truth 

knowledge but is unable to obtain because he only is able to comprehend the knowledge 

that he believes to be true, or his false opinion of Desdemona’s virtue.  There was no 

turning point for the fate of Othello, and his newlywed bride because his twisted mind 

had gone beyond reality.  He had already played the entire scenario in his mind.  The 

tragedy in it all is the nobility of Othello’s character is ripped at the seams. 

            Othello is a noble man, but it is his hot-headedness that allowed for Iago to get 

away with his plan.  All knew the temper of the moor, but also the gentle and noble 

nature of the very same man.  People of the court repeatedly reflected on the character of 

Othello as that of a noble man.  Even when faced with punishment for his marriage to 

Desdemona, Othello willingly recognizes the transgression that it may have caused her 

father and accepts his fate because of his love for Desdemona. Because Othello loved her, 

he is unable to have a guiltless conscience and to erase her blood from his hands. 
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        Othello: A better never did itself sustain 
            Upon a soldier’s thigh: I have seen the day 
            That twenty years your stop: but, O vain boast! 
            Who can control his fate?’t is not so now. 
            Be not afraid, though you do see me weapon’d; 
            Here’s my journey’s end, here is my butt 
            And very sea-mark of my utmost sail... 
            This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven 
            And fiends will snatch at it.  Cold, cold my girl! 
            Even like thy chastity. O cursed slave! 
            Whip me, ye devils, 
            From the possession of heavenly sight! (Act V, Scene II). 
 
 It is his love that solely drives Othello throughout this play because it becomes the sole 

passion that overcomes him.  Through his love Othello attempts to control his fate.  He 

hopes to maintain the matters of his heart by taking his fate into his hands.  He cannot 

gain control because he has no grasp or retention to the right opinion/ truth.  Because 

Othello cannot control his fate he attempts to do so again when he realizes the actuality of 

Desdemona’s words and love.  For Othello there is only one-way to take his life back into 

his grasp: killing himself.  Killing himself allows Othello to be with his love and to be no 

longer subject to the fate of his world.  

            Iago and Othello are on two ends of a spectrum.  One is identified as a Sophist, 

the other a seeker of virtue.   After reviewing the Stranger’s characteristics/qualities of a 

Sophist the question becomes who is the actual Sophist in this tale?  By reviewing both 

characters' relation to virtue, notion of truth and falsehood, and the art of imitation, are 

readers able to distinguish the virtuous man from the man of imitation? It is possible that 

both are in fact, sophists?  Are there distinctions in their motives that identify them with 

these terms? 

Stranger: But the class which proposes to carry on its conversations for the sake of 
virtue and demands its pay in cash--does not his deserved to be called by another 
name? 
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 Theaetetus: Of course. 
         Str: And what is that name?  
         Theaet: It is obvious; for I think we have discovered the sophist.  And therefore            
 by uttering that word I think I should give him the right name. (Sec. 223A-223B). 
 
Iago aims to meet his own aims that accumulate wealth for himself, whether it be 

monetary or socially.  The entire play is based upon Iago’s desire to acquire what he feels 

is justly his.  When this happens he completely disregards the virtue in what he says or 

does to gain this status.  Othello is also seeking to achieve military recognition and the 

power over more lands.  Essentially both Iago and Othello are taking actions to acquire 

more of what they want.  Othello murders others in war and is known for his warrior 

status, but men continue to call him a nobleman because he serves their needs of 

acquiring land in their domain. 

 A man of strategic battle is similar to that of a statesman scheming to win his politic 

aims both are combined in the character of Iago.  Using political strategies, the solider 

Iago plots toward his political promotion on and off the battlefield, as Othello’s new 

lieutenant.  A statesman differs from the role of a philosopher in the way he accomplishes 

his goals and in the nature of his quests.  A philosopher searches and discusses 

knowledge for the pursuit of truth.  The philosopher’s pursuit of truth is contained in the 

acquiring of knowledge. The philosopher discusses life, and has a love for knowledge as 

a man in love has for his companion.  Othello is supposed to be a soldier turned into a 

statesman for his political power gained through battle, but his love for Desdemona and 

his constant pursuit for the truth in relation to Desdemona’s virtue turns him into a 

philosopher.  It is this pursuit that makes Othello unable to grasp the truth he looks for 

because he is blinded by his senses and biased opinion of Desdemona that renders him 

unable of obtaining truth.  
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Str.: If it does not mingle with them, the necessary result is that all things are true, 
but if it does, then false opinion and false discourse come into being; for to think or 
say what is not--that is, I suppose, falsehood arising in mind or in words. 

 Thea.: So it is. 
 Str.: But if falsehood exists, deceit exists. 
 Thea.: Yes. 

Str.: And if deceit exists, all things must be henceforth full of images and likenesses 
and fancies. 

 Thea.: Of course. 
Str.: But we said that the sophist taken refuge in this region and had absolutely 
denied the  existence of falsehood: for he said that not-being could be neither 
conceived nor uttered, since not-being did not in any participate in its being (Sec. 
260C-D). 

 
Truth is only in its purest form when it does not contain opinion, for opinion is then 

relative to the individual instead of the universal.  It is this factor that shows that Iago is 

the only individual who has the truth, not because he knows it, but because he does not 

seek nor want it.  He uses is it, but desires to turn it.  Then his opinion does not 

contaminate the truth allowing it to fulfill its being making it universal and not relative.  

Although he creates falsehood and imitations of the truth, he does not ever contaminate it 

for he never explicitly states it.  Emilia is able to recognize the truth, as a further witness, 

when she stands to have no gain by knowing it.  Since two people are able to comprehend 

the actual truth, not contaminated by opinion, it is a testimony to the real and unreal that 

is shaped by Othello’s senses.  Establishing the difference between the roles of a 

statesmen and philosopher through these presumptions, how do is the distinction between 

the sophist and philosopher made? 

 Iago has the ability to wield weapons of words on a whim, and uses this skill to 

complete his master plan.  The art of dialect is something that supposes that words, and 

discussion are used in the pursuit of righteousness and pure philosophy.  When used by 

the sophist, however, it seems that there becomes a dual usage dueling between the 
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sophist and philosopher. 

Str.: But you surely, I suppose, will not grant the art of dialectic to any but the man 
who pursues philosophy in purity and righteousness. 

 Thea.: How could it be granted to anyone else? 
Str.: Then it is in some region like this that we shall always, both now and 
hereafter, discover the philosopher, if we look for him; he also is hard to see 
clearly, but the difficulty is not the same in his case and that of a sophist. 

 Thea.: How do they differ? 
Str.: The sophist runs away into darkness of not being, heeling his way in it by 
practice, and is hard to discern on account of the darkness of the place.  Don’t you 
think so? 

 Thea.: It seems likely. 
Str.: But the philosopher, always devoting himself through reason to the idea of 
being, is also very difficult to see on account of the brilliant light of the place; for 
the eyes of the soul of the multitude are not strong enough to endure the sight of the 
divine. (Sec. 253E-254B). 

 
Considering this passage, does this suggest that Othello may be in fact the sophist in this 

tale?  Even though he aims to gain the truth, in defending Desdemona’s virtue, he is 

unable to grasp the reality of his circumstances.  In reality Iago unrighteously possesses 

the truth of Desdemona's purity and virtue.   In addition, Othello does not pursue the 

virtuous in his battles, but merely the victory and gain for his proprietors.  It seems 

unlikely that the sole act of loving Desdemona changes his habitual profession and 

passion for victory.  

 In the Sophist, the Stranger attempts to categorize the classes of a sophist between 

that which is the opinion-imitator and the simple-minded. 

Str.: We must therefore apply ourselves to the former, for we found that the sophist 
was among those who imitate but was not among those who know. 

 Thea.: Very True. 
Str.: Then let us examine the opinion-imitator as if he were a piece of iron, and see 
whether he is sound or there is still some seam in him. 

 Thea.: Let us do so. 
Str.: Well, there is a very marked seam.  For some of these imitators are simple-
minded and they think they know that about which they have only opinion, but the 
other kind because of their experience in the rough and tumble of arguments, 
strongly suspect and fear that they are ignorant of the things which they pretend 
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before the public know. 
 Thea.: Certainly the two classes you mention both exist.  

Str.:  Then shall we call one the simple imitator and the other the dissembling 
imitator? 

 Thea.: That is reasonable, at any rate. 
 Str.: And shall we say that the latter forms one class or two again? 

Thea.: I am considering, and I think I can see two classes.  I see one who can 
dissemble in long speeches in public before multitude, and the other who does it in 
private in short speeches and forces the person who converses with him to 
contradict himself. (Sec. 268A-B) 

 
A sophist can be driven by two differentiating factors, knowledge and imitation of 

opinion.  Othello is driven throughout the play by opinion that is an imitation of 

knowledge.  This imitation takes over Othello’s own perceptions of his situation.  He sees 

real things, but because Othello’s mind has been persuaded by Iago, he is unable to see 

through his own mind.  Othello never allows the opinion of others to sway Iago’s stance 

on Desdemona’s fidelity.  He becomes the victim of his own opinion with foundations 

based upon the imitations that Iago has conceived.  This makes it appear as if Othello is 

the simple-minded imitator, if considered a sophist, because he attempts to persuade 

others of Desdemona’s transgressions in the court.  He is ignorant of the knowledge that 

pertains to the truth because of the opinionated information he is given.   

 Iago would be considered, on the other hand, the dissembling imitator for he tears 

at the seams of reality to accompany his aims.  He tears down the foundations of 

reality/truth to gain power through his victims’ self-contradiction.  Iago murders Othello 

with deceit.  He is able to convince Othello of Desdemona’s infidelity to fatal ends.  He is 

unwavering in the ways he aims to succeed. 

 Iago not only does this to his victims, but even to himself.  In his opening speech he 

proclaims, “I am not what I am.” By stating this Iago admits to altering and dividing 

himself into the categories of being and non-being.  He does this by simultaneously 
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dividing himself into his work.  He is a character based upon self-contradicting within 

himself.  For he is being himself when he is deceiving Othello, but at the same time is not 

himself for he is imitating the role of a faithful counselor to Othello.  He does the same 

division in his relations to Cassio and Roderigo throughout the play by playing their 

friends, but not faithful to them in his actions.  He uses both characters as pawns in his 

chess game.  In relationship to Emilia, Emilia is aware of the nature of Iago, and is able 

to connect the divisions because of her relationship and instinctual relationship to 

Desdemona’s virtue, which is later confirmed.  Regardless Iago remains a divided 

character in the face value of other characters, but Othello also remains divided because 

he is unable to connect the fractions of his allies. 

 Being a sophist may not be far from Othello’s character without the impact of love 

on his soul. Iago, on the other hand, strategizes and aims to be the best in his position.  

He does this in order to achieve his notion of virtue that is the power and knowledge 

possessed by a lieutenant.   Although, he has naive interpretation of virtue, he aims to 

gain the highest virtue of a soldier.  It is Iago’s lack of righteousness that is his downfall.  

He aims for selfish gains and does not intend to benefit anyone than himself. By doing 

this he wishes to separate himself from everyone else by reigning over them. 

Str.: For certainly, my friend, the attempt to separate everything from everything 
else is not only not in good taste but also shows that a man I utterly uncultivated 
and unphilosophical. (Sec.259 D-E).  

 
This quality makes him ultimately the sophist and Othello the philosopher.  Iago chooses 

to separate himself so far from reality, that he convinces himself of false opinions.  Iago 

immerses himself into the world of lies that he has created, in order to have complete 

control of himself and everyone else.  By fully engulfing himself into his scheme Iago 
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becomes a divided man.   

 Othello is righteously seeking the virtuous truth of Desdemona (her fidelity to 

Othello).  Othello has never had to examine the nature of virtue in his profession, and 

suddenly he is expected to fulfill the roles of the philosopher, statesman, and sophist 

simultaneously. Othello’s love for Desdemona keeps him whole and he unable to live 

without her.  If he had not recognized his own transgressions against Desdemona’s virtue 

he would have divided himself from everything true.  His love for Desdemona is then 

similar to the philosopher seeking the virtue of knowledge for his love of it shows that he 

is in fact similar to the philosopher.  In the end, Othello admits to his misinterpretation 

and veiled eyes to the truth and this admittance in his death solidifies his role as a 

philosopher in this tale.    
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