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ttSophists reside in the borderland 

between philosophy and statesmanship." 

Prodicus of Ceas 



PREFACE 

This paper is submitted in partial fulfillment of 

requirements for graduation on the honors program at Ball 

State University. 

Its purpose is to defend the following thesis. 

The Greek sophists did not comprise a force which demor

alized the Greek citizens in the fifth century B.C. The 

sophists were, on the contrary, an important force that 

helped put morality on a new base. They gave a voice to 

individualism and enriched Greek thought with their de

structive criticism of convention and prejudice. Finally, 

they were influential in developing a fundamental idea of 

an organized system of moral and political education. 

I would like to thank Dr. Robert Robertson for his 

advice and assistance in writing this paper and my husband 

for his moral support. 
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use in the fifth century B.C. it was quite an honorable 

title. The original word "sophistes tt is composed by adding 

to the word for wisdom a suffix connoting a man who prac-

tices a profession, and who is thus in some wayan expert. 

A sophist, therefore, means something like a "wisdom ex

pert. ,,3 

During the course of this paper, it will be easily 

seen how the word changed so markedly. At this pOint it 

is sufficient to offer merely a cursory explanation of the 

word. It comes from the school of sophists who were teach-

ers in Greece about the middle of the fifth century B.C. 

The socratic school of that day taught that the 
highest merit lay in the search for truth for 
truth's sake. The sophists on the other hand 
were more practical and trained their pupils 
for civil life. Because of this they were un
popular with their high minded contemporaries.4 

Plato was their biggest critic, and he managed, through 

his extensive writing, to blur the true picture of the men 

who oalled themselves sophists. Because they were strangers 

to Athens, the sophists suffered from the ~ell-known influ

ence of provincialism, with its hostility to outsiders. Be

ing a learned professional class, they also encountered the 

3philip Wheelwright (ed.), The Presocratic (New York: 
The Odyssey Press, Inc., 1955), p. 236. 

4Wilfred Funk, Word Ori6ins and Their Romantic Sto
ries (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1950), p. 21-22. 
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perennial bias against highbrows. n5 In addition in their 

own time they encountered problems, not the least of which 

was Plato, both a source and an enemy of their teachings. 

And this problem of their reputation is further compounded 

in modern times by the fact that one of the main authorities 

on the sophists is the German Edward Zeller. 

He was a disciple of Hegel and, hence, vigor
ously opposed to any nation of the relativity 
of knowledge. Zeller with his penchant for 
absolutes in thinking, portrayed the sophists 
in an unfavorable light. 6 

The sophists are unable to defend themselves against 

these many attacks because the world today is ignorant of 

their works. The sophists wrote very little which survived 

them for any length of time. Protagoras, who claimed su

premacy in literature as in other activities, left some 

separate essays which were read in late antiQuity, but even 

they were almost forgotten by that time. There were a few 

more philosophical and scientific treatise by various soph

ists which survived for some decades, but in general they 

were not scholars; "they wanted to influence the men of 

their age."7 Today we possess only a few fragments of 

--------.-~"--~------.-----

5Harry Elmer Barnes, An Intellectual and Cultural 
llist0E! of the Western Wor~ {New York: Dover PUblications, 
Inc., 965}, p. 131. 

6!E.!S!.., p. 131. 

7Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Cul
~ (Oxford: Basil Blackwell and Mott Ltd., 1939), p. 302. 
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original quotes from the sophists. 

It is not worth while to try to define exactly what 

is meant by "sophist." In considering these teachers we 

should not envisage a uniforM and coherent school, but should 

rather follow the widespread opinion in antiquity which re

garded sophists as men who traveled over Greece to give pub

lic instruction in return for a fee. The content of the 

lessons differed with the teacher. However, all sophists 

professed themselves 

masters of virtue or claimed to impart to their 
disciples an instruction directed towards in
dividual and social ends. This one point of 
reference separates the sophists from other 
philosophers: they all tended to interpret the 
interest of man in terms of individualism and 
relativism.8 

The two chief sophists with which this paper will 

deal are Protagoras and Gorgias. The lesser sophists will 

be mentioned. In some instances their philosophies may dif

fer from the mainstream of sophistic thought. However, these 

exceptions can be disreearded in relation to the prominent 

theme of sophistic philosophy. 

The second consideration is the word arete. In tra-

ditional Greek thought wisdom was knmvn as one of the four 

cardinal human virtues,9 the others being temperance, 

----,--------------
~!ilton C. Narum (ed.), Selections from Early Greek 

Philosophy (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inco, f947), 
p. 224. 

St/heelwright, or. cit., p. 237. 
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courage and justice. 

The general idea of arete (inadequately ren
dered "virtue" or "specific excellence, tf • • .) 

was an idea indeed an ideal of supreme appeal 
and attraction to the Greek mind. IO 

Arete is a relative term, not one used absolutely as the 

English "virtue" is used. "Areta meant being good at 

something and it was natural for a Greek heari~; the word 

to ask 'The arete of what orwhom?t"ll For the purposes 

of this paper it would be advantageous, however, to give 

5 

a more definite meaning to this word. The definition given 

by Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethi9 seems quite suitable: 

Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual 
and moral, intellectual virtue in the main owes 
both its birth and its growth to teaching (for 
which reason it requires experience and time), 
while moral virtue comes about as a result of 
habit whence also its name ethike is one that 
is formed by a ~light variation from the word 
ethos (habit) .12 

In later reference to the sophistic beliefs versus the 

Socratic contentions it will be quite useful to refer to 

this duel character of arete or virtue. 

During the time of the Greeks, there was always an 

element of political reference attached to the word arete. 

lOrbid., p. 237. 

11\-1. K. C. Guthrie, The Greek Phi1osoihers from 
Thales to Aristotle (New York: Philosophica Library Inc., 
1950), pp. 8-9. 

12Justic D. Kaplan (ed.), The Pocket Aristotle (New 
York: Pocket Book, Inc., 1960), p. 184. -,-
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The state was very much a part of the man, and then he was 

interested in becoming a good statesman. The teachings 

concerning the source and acquisition of arete had been 

metaphysical and aristocratic in nature before the advent 

of the sophists.13 It had been taught that arete was 

transmitted by patrilinear inheritance and had originally 

come from the gods. It was in the fifth century that the 

people began demanding a new outlook and it was left to 

the sophists to secularize and democratize the ideal of 

arete. 

It is important to explore the reasons for this 

new cultural--this individual upsurge. 

13wheelwright, op. cit., p. 236. 
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I • ANCIENT GREECE AT THE 

TIME OF THE SOP!USTS 

In discussing Greece during the fifth century B.C. 

it is my purpose to define more clearly the advent, the 

role and the influence of the sophistic school. It is 

not my intention to write a complete account of popular 

morality or custom in this period, but rather to exhibit 

certain broad tendencies and characteristics which serve 

to illustrate the change in outlook and belief during 

this period of democracy in Greece. 

During the fifth century, the issue of Persian 

r~lar, establishing freedom in Greece and stimulating the 

sense of nationality, had let loose all the pent up force 

of the nation. The population of Athens and the Piraeus 

had risen from 20,000 to about 100,000.14 Property was 

being gained even faster. The facilities for investing 

money were constantly growing; commercial enterprises 

were on a larger scale and employed greater numbers of 

free workmen and slaves. Compared with other times, the 

period just after the battle of Mykale was one of prolonged 

------.~-- - - ,_._- '.------------------
14Gilbert Murray, A History of Ancient G.;reek Lit~.!!.

ture (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., Inc., 19371, pp. 
15'9-"160. 
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peace. The nation believed in itself, in progress, and in 

democracy. 

The system of ethics that had accompanied these 

people to this high pinnacle had been largely provided by 

the lyric poets,15 who had also served as a source of 

social entertainment. This ethical system was very much 

a part of Greek political theory. As an example, the 

Greeks used words heavily charged with a moral content. 

An aggressive policy is likely to be Adlkia 
"injustice," even if it is not hybris "wanton 
wickedness"; while "aggrandizement or profit
eering" is pleonehia, trying to get more than 
your share, which is both an intellectual ~nd 
a moral error, a defiance of the laws of the 
universe. 6 

When Pericles assllrrled power in Greece in the middle of the 

fifth century, the political aspect of the ethical system 

took on an even greater relevance and a new tone. 17 

As had been explained earlier, the sixth century 

had seen the rapid growth of commerce and industry. This 

was followed, as is usual in such cases, by a growth in 

democracy. Many people of common birth and with no family 

prestige were gaining wealth and were thus demanding 

15Archibald Dobbs, Philosophy and Popular Morals In 
Ancient Greece (Dublin: Edward Ponsonby, 1907), p. 6"9". .-

16H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (Baltimore: Penguin 
Book Co., 1959), p. 171. 

17Wheelwright, OPe cit., p. 238. 
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recognition in the control of society. The aristocratic 

classes were losing their power.18 The demos began to ask 

for a new type of education adapted for popular consumption. 

Education Vias extremely important. General conversation 

and definite oral teaching supplied the place of newspapers 

and books in our own time and every educated Athenian took 

a personal part in the government of his c,ity.19 The itin

erant teachers, sophists, were able to supply both this 

general and particular demand for education. The sophists 

were, then, partially the cause and partly the result of 

the new social and intellectual conditions at the time. 

In addition to having an idyllic side to their char-

acter, the Greeks, especially the Athenians, were practical. 

A study of their history and institutions shows that they 

were far from being dreamers. 20 As some exa~ples: they 

used scientific agriculture and stock raising and intelli

gent ship building. The fact is that they were quite as 

practical as they were theoretical and this fact also helps 

l8Matthew Thompson McOlure, The Early Philosophers 
of Greece (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1935), pp. 
142-143. 

19R• B. Appleton, The Elements of Greek PhilOSOPh~ 
From Thales To Aristotle (London: Methuen and 00., 1922 , 
p. 45. 

20John M. Warbeke, The searchin~ A-lind of Greece 
(New York: F. S. Crofts and 00., 1934 , p. Ill. 



-

-

-

explain why a practical philosophy was early in the field 

among the Greeks. The sophists were the ones who under

took to apply theory to everyday affairs. 

Democritus, our atomist, wrote handbooks on 
agriculture, on painting, and on military 
tactics. Hippodomus wrote on building and 
architecture. Semo brought philosophy to 
earth by applying his learning to horse
training. The list could be almost indef
initely extended. 21 

10 

For the purpose of the paper, however, let us con

sider the sophists who gave their attention to cultural 

pursuits and rhetoric. Their aim was to transcend the 

aristocratic principal of privileged education, which made 

it impossible for anyone to aoquire arete unless he already 

possessed it by inheritance from his divine anoestors. 

When we speak of arete in this instance, we are speaking 

of Aristotle'S intellectual virtue. The people as a whole 

had already decided that this arete was attainable. The 

sophists were simply implementing the search--teaching 

arete. 

As we saw earlier, the Greeks believed that mo

rality was based on law and visa versa. 22 Previously, 

this morality had been decided by the powerful aristo

crats. This law or goverrunent morality was binding on 

21Ibid., p. 113. 

22Dobbs, Ope cit., p. 19. 
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all members of the body corporate. 

The hycurgean constitution shows how wide was 
the scope assigned to the Greek lawgiver, who 
in many cases was expected to play the part 
of moral reformer and to exercise a controlling 
influence over what is now regarded as the 
private concern of the individual citizen.23 

In this type of culture, 

deliberative oratory was necessary in order 
to succeed, to know how to impose one's own 
point of view, one's own truth, which could 
also cg!ncide with the truth in a universal 
sense. 

11 

The sophists' rhetoric was, therefore, not immoral, 

but it was taught in a practical way to meet the needs of 

the citizens. "Skill in speaking would be essential to 

getting on in life for a lawsuit, for example--and the 

Athenians were very litigious--a skillful pleader would 

have a very practical advantage over his less skillful 

adverSary.n25 The man who could put the case in the best 

possible light was bound to be successful. 

Most Greeks believed in material prosperity as the 

most obvious measure of happiness. 26 \Vhen this opinion 

is prevalent in a society, a belief usually arises that 

------------...---.-- ---..- ------- -----.--,~ -- - ---
23J: bid., p. 19. 

24Mario Untersteiner, The Sophists (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell Publishers, 1954), p. 69. 

25Appleton, Ope cit., p. 46. 

26Dobbs, Ope cit., p. 16. 
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nGod will materially reward the just and materially punish 

the unjust. n2? At this stage the aristocrat is supreme, 

and he is believed to rule by divine right. God is on his 

side because the man has been rewarded with material pros

perity. However, the belief can easily be seen to be fal

lacious. A man eventually sees that the good people do 

not get their share of this world's fortune. The man who 

said, "Never have I seen the righteous forsaken or his 

seed beggine their breadn28 by degrees becomes pessimistic; 

for the wicked have children at their desire and leave the 

rest of their substance to their babes. When the people 

see this, they begin to show the impetus to create a change-

to form a democracy--to open the door to wealth and influ

ence for all. At this point teachers are needed to help 

put morality on a new base, to teach social skills, and to 

orient the mass for their new role. The men of the democ-

racy must be taught to think instead of merely to follow. 

2?Ibid., p. 16. 

28Ibid. -
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II. SPECIFIC SOPIUSTS AND THEIR THEORIES 

Sophists, the first professional teachers of Greece,29 

"with a common interest in the meaning of human rather than 

physical nature; and with a tendency to interpret this ob

ject of common interest in terms of individualigm and rela

tivism,n30 had as their main mission the clearing of the 

minds of Greece. They were interested in putting an end to 

bad myths and improve cosmogenics. They would turn thought 

into fruitful democratic paths. These men believed as 

Protagoras is reputed to have said3l that "the mass of man

kind possesses the sense of justice and the sense of shame 

••• n necessary to build a society. 

The sophists were not heirs of the philosophers who 

divorced ethics and nature. "They were the heirs of the 

educational tradition of the poets; they were the successors 

of Homer and Hesoid, Solon and Theognis, Simonides and Pen

dar. tt32 This succession made them popular with the people. 

------------------------------------------------~-~--.---
29Milton C. Nahm, Seleotions from Early Greek Phi-

losophy (New York: Appleton-Centur.y-Crofts, 1964), p. 210. 

30Ibid., p. 211. 

31Barnes, Ope cit., p. 132. 

32Jaeger, Ope oit., p. 293. 
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Their names were on the lips of the demos. Protagoras, the 

founder, Gargias, the orator, Thrasymachus, the Machievialle 

of the day, Prodicus, the chief sophist of morals, and Polus, 

il.ntiphon, Hippias, Critias, and Callicles--these men were 

sophists. 

It is evident that to find among these individualis

tic men who believed in the relativism of knowledge, moral

ity, politics, and religion a factor other than the indi

viduali ty connnon to all is quite difficult. During a span 

of almost one hundred years, the sophists had a near monop

oly on general education. Yet within the limits of the 

profession, there was a great deal of diversity. The three 

principal varieties of sophists are distinguishable, how

ever, and they may be divided into the sophistices of cul

ture, of rhetoric, and the Encyclopaedists. The sophists 

of culture, "whose object was to stimulate the minds of 

the young and to examine a variety of fields of knowledge,,33 

began about 447 B.C. Protagoras and Gorgias as well as 

anonymus Iambliche belong to this group. 'rhey lead to the 

sophistry of eristic, which specialized in debate and dis

putation. They satisfied "the contemporary demand for 

training in the arts of public life and the law courts. fl34 

____ O __ d ___________ • __________ ~~ _____ _ 

3~ahm, Ope cit., p. 209. 

34Ibid. J p. 221. 
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Thrasymachus, Polus and Critias belonged to this group. 

FinallJr there were the Encyclopaedists who systematized 

and classified knowledge and infonnation. Polymath and 

Hippias belonged to this group. 

We will look at the beliefs of some of the more 

prominent men from these three groups. 

15 

A. Protagoras of Abdera (480-41IB.C.) is the man 

who is acknowledged to be the initiator of the sophistic 

movement. 55 The most often quoted fragment from Protagoras 

is the homo mensura doctrine: "Man is the measure of 

things; of things there are, that they are and of things 

that are not, that they are not. n56 Protagoras reaches 

this theory after accepting the Heraclitean theory of the 

flux of all things. 57 Protagoras interprets perception 

in terms of motion and reduces all knowledge to perceiv

ing. They can be seen in the following quote by Protagoras: 

All matter is in a state of flux. A fluctuating 
thing may retain its shape, however, because 
the changes may be such that the additions com
pensate for the losses. It is our sense--im
pressions of the thing that get modified, because 
affeoted by age and other bodily conditions. 38 

He, thus, is able to say that "knowledge is relative to each 

----------,--_..-..-'----_._--_ ........ _-,---
55wheelwright, OPe cit., p. 236. 

3OWarbeke, Ope cit., p. 117. 

37 Nahm, op. oit., p. 221. 

38wheelwright, op. cit., p. 259. 
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perceiver at the moment of the conjunction of the motion 

involved.«39 Protagoras carries this theory further to 

make the perceiver's experience the only experience and 

the sole possible ground for judgment. Sextus Empiricus, 

our best source on Protagoras, infers from this reasoning 

that Protagoras "posits only what appears to each in

dividual and thus introduces relativity.n40 Goethe 

catches the spirit of this personal, individual philos

ophy when he writes, 

'lYe may watch Nature, measure her, reckon her, 
weigh her, etc., as we will. It is yet but 
our measure and weight, since man is the 
measure of things. 4I 

16 

The most important consequence of this theory is 

that man, rather than physical or cosmological processes, 

rightly occupies the centre of the stage. Moral judgments 

become not as simple as they had been before. Traditional 

rules are nOW' "to be tested by a balancing of reasons for 

and against any line of action • "42 This doctrine • • • 

of the individual man as the knower is called solipsism.43 

An example of this solipsism is as follows: "if any man 

3~ahm, OPt cit., p. 221. 

40untersteiner, Ope cit., p. 43. 

4J.a.omperz, .2.l2.!. ci t ., p. 451. 

42nobbs, OPt cit., 46. 

4~Varbeke, Ope cit., p. 119. 
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sincerely believes that it is good to steal, then that is 

true for him so long as he believes it to be true. n44 

However, as this philosophy develops in a society, there 

is a great danger that the men who abide by it will be 

quite anti socia1. Protagoras perceives this possibility 

and teaches the importance of righteousness and virtuous 

17 

living. He is, in fact, the first to promote the theory 

of social contract for mutual protection.45 ,45 Protagoras 

knows that men must be responsible but he also knows that 

they must be idealistic because we have something inside 

of us that gives the whole world its character. Protagoras 

probably says it best: 

There are intelligible principles inherent in 
the matter of every phenomenon, because matter 
is essentially the sum of all th~ seemings that 
it has for any and all persons. 47 

Moving on to a few more bits and pieces of ideas from 

44Guthrie, Ope cit., p. 59. 

45lli£.., p. 70. 

46Most sophists agree with this policy; however, 
other more radical sophists like Thrasymachus maintain 
the natural right of the stronger. Plato in the Republic 
quotes Thras~nachus as saying "And now I will not have 
you say that justice is duty or advantage or profit or 
gain or interest, for this sort of nonsense will not do 
for me; I must have clearness and accuracy ••• I pro
claim that justice is nothing else than the interest of 
the stronger ••• " 

47Wheelwright, Ope cit., p. 239. 



-

-' 

Protagoras that can be found, we may see further the way 

in which Protagoras treats ethics. When Protagoras says 

that "education will not grow in the soul unless one goes 

deep,n48 he is referring to the proposition that the con

cepts of justice, piety, etc. can be taught. Through in

struction a man can be raised above the mass by learning 

special capacities of thought, word, and character. 

Socrates never agrees with Protagoras on this matter 

and in Plato's dialogue we see them discussing the possi-

bility. 

Protagoras--"Yotm.g man, if you associate with me, 

on the very first day you will return home a better man 

than you came, and better on the second day than on the 

first, and better every day than you were on the day be-

fore • • • • If Hippocrates comes to me he will not ex-

perience the sort of drudgery with which other sophists 

are in the habit of insulting their pupils; who, when 

18 

they have just escaped fram the arts, are taken and driven 

back into them. by these teachers • • • he will learn that 

which he comes to learn. And this is prudence in affairs 

private as well as public; he will learn to order his own 

house in the best manner, and he will be able to speak and 

4&~i11 Durant, The Life of Greece (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1939), p. 64. 



-

-

19 

act for the best in the affairs of state." 

Socrates--'". . . is your meaning that you teach the 

art of politics and that you promise to make men good citi-

zens?" 

Protagoras--"That, Socrates, is exactly the profes

sion which I make." 

Socrates--" ••• Protagoras, that I have a doubt 

whether this art is capable of being taught.,,49 

Protagoras is seeking to communicate an aptitude of 

civic life while Socrates is interested in a particular 

theory of universal truth. They are both saying "arete," 

but speaking of two different concepts of virtue. Formal 

logic had not yet come into existence. 50 Therefore, it 

is possible for Plato to set up an entire dialogue in which 

two men are talking about two different things. Socrates is 

discussing Aristotle's moral virtue while Protagoras is con

cerned with intellectual virtue. 

This reveals the difference between Socrates and 
Protagoras. AccOrding to Protagoras, the ethical 
phenomenon, in virtue of being constructed, appears 
as the work of the will; according to Socrates it 
is discovered in that it already exists; therefore, 
it is a datum of necessity.ol 

49B. Jowett l The Dialogues of Plato, Vol. I (New York: 
Random House, 1937J, pp. 80-90. 

50B. Jowett, The Dialo,ues of Plato, Vol. II (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1897 , p. 24. 

51Untersteiner, ODe cit., p. 66. 
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Besides being a teacher, Protagoras wrote a constitu-

tion and a set of laws in 443 B.C. for an Athenian colony 

called Thurii. We know twelve books written by him. One 

of then was on Truth or The Throvyers and must have been an 

important work; another called On the Gods was the source 

of litigation and ultimately the cause of his death. 52 

From this book we have one fragment: 

As for the gods, I have no way of knowing either 
that they exist or that they do not exist; nor, 
if they exist, of what form they are. For the 
obstacles to that sort of knowledge are many, 
including the obscurity of the matter and the 
brevity of human life. 53 

Although this statement v"as, to say the least, heretical 

at the time and Protagoras is made to suffer for it, we 

also find a few statements that sound a great deal like 

weighty maxims in the gospels. We read that "teaching 

requires natural disposition and exercise and must be be

gun in youth,n that "neither theory without practice nor 

practice without theory avails at all," and, again, that 

"culture does not flourish in the soul unless one reaches 

a great deepness. n54 

New 

The root of Protagoras' theory is men who are 

52C. M. Bawra, The Greek Experience (New York: The 
American Library of World Literature, -1957), p. 117. 

55~hee1wright, Ope cit., p. 240. 

54Gomperz, Ope cit., p. 441. 
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eduoated and improved so that they oan deoide upon a "good" 

set of moral and social virtues whioh will beoome the law 

of the land. 

Sophooles seems to have the same idea on the follow-

ing song: 

With cunning beyond belief 
He goes his way now to evil now to good 
When he keeps laws of the land 
And the gods rule whioh he has sworn to hold 
High is his oity. Nor oity has he 
Who in rash effrontery 
Makes wrong-doing his fellow. 55 

B. Gorgias has also been oalled a sophist. He re-

fers to himself as a rhetorician; however, most authorities 

have decided that because he is half a rhetorician and half 

a philosopher he oan be oalled a sophist. "He never taught 

virtue, but he was oooupied with it from its literary as

pect. n56 

The most quoted words from Gorgias are from his 

book Concerning the Non-existent or Concerning Nature. In 

it he says "nothing exists; secondl~-, even if anything 

exists it is inapprehensible by man; thirdly, even if any

thing is apprehensible, yet of a surety it is inexpressible 

and inoommunicable to ones neighbors. n5? Most sources agree 

55Bawra, Ope cit., p. 80. 

50Gomperz, Ope cit., p. 181. 

5?Nahm, Ope cit., p. 233. 
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with R. B. Appleton, who says that "It may fairly be pre

sumed that these doctrines were urged by Gorgias for the 

purpose of diverting his disciples from studies which he 

considered as unpromising and fruitless. n58 

To Gorgias rhetoric is the most important pursuit. 

In Plato's dislogue Gorgias is made to say that which is 

quite characteristic of his belief: 

I should say the abili tjr to persuade by one t s 
speeches judges in the law courts, counsellors 
in the council chamber, and citizens in the 
assembly or in whatsoever other political meet
ing may be held (is the most important ability). 
By means of this power you will make the physi
clan your slave and the trainer your slave; and 
the business man of ours will turn out to be 
making money, not for himself, but for another--
~~~d~o~heW~~O:~~5~ble to make a speech and per-

Although Gorgias thoroughly believes in the powers 

of rhetoric as can be seen by the several remaining frag

ments referring to this subject,60 he does not go as far 

as later rhetoricians who sacrifice all truth to the art. 

He believes, like Protagoras, that there is an individual 

arete. 61 But he also believes with Protagoras that it is 

imperatiVe that certain social standards be maintained. 

A final quote from Gorgias might summarize him for 

58Appleton, 0p. cit., p. 49. 

59rbid., pp. 49-50. 

6~Vheelwright, Ope cit., pp. 248, 249, 250. 

6lUntersteiner, Ope cit., p. 180. 
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us: 

The bright jewel of a city is courage; of 
a human body it is beauty; of the soul, 
wisdom; of human action, virtue; of speech, 
truth. To lack the quality in each case is 
to lack the specific excellence. 62 
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C. Hippias is the advertising man among the soph

ists. Once he appeared at the Olympic games for a visual 

demonstration. He said that his clothes had been cobbled, 

his hat designed, his ring molded, all by himself. He 

then proceeded to exhibit his I)owers of memory by reciting 

fifty nonsense syllables in order after hearing them once. 63 

The content of his thought can be snnIDlarized by a 

sentence attributed to him by Plato: "How is the tyrant of 

men. "64 H,ippias looks upon social conventions and law as 

running counter to human nature. Anticipating Rousseau, 

he advocates a return to nature as the best path to happi

ness and contentment 65 and to arete. Hippias believes 

that men shoUld go to teachers to receive the powers with 

which to achieve moral perrection. 66 The teacher could 

make points more clear for the student so that he can pick 

62Wheelwright, OPe cit., p. 249. 

6~Narbeke, Ope cit., p. 123. 

64 Ibid. 

65Barnes, Ope cit., p. 133. 

66Untersteiner, OPe ci~., p. 292. 
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the true direction. From one of the fragments attributed to 

IIippias we can get an idea of the type of information given: 

There are two kinds of envy: one which is just, 
when wicked men who are honoured are envied; 
and one which is unjust, when good men are en
vied. The envious suffer a double hurt, not 
only are they troubled by their oVJn ills like 
the wicked A but also by the good fortune of 
others. 67 ,o8 

In this last sectioll I will simply mention some of 

the accomplishments and beliefs of other sophists. 

Alkedamas, a disciple of Gorgias is the only recorded 

Greek who fought. in the political arena for the abolition of 

slavery.6g 

Antiphon represents, perhaps alone, the view that 

"a wife is a second self and more than any friend. fl70 He 

was also very con~unity minded. He could be called the 

socialist of the day. In Greece at that time, however, 

this outlook was known as "collective mediocrity.,,?l 

Ca11icles, in opposition to Antiphon, held that 

---------------------------------------
6?Ibid., p. 282. 

68Because the philosophy in anonymus Iamblichi is so 
similar to that of Hippias, it vrill not be discussed in thi s 
paper. Mario Untersteiner goes so far as to state that 
Hippias was the author of the AnonyrHus Iamblichi. 

6gBarnes, Ope cit., p. 132. 

70Ibid • 

?lGomperz, OPe cit., p. 437. 
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were the strong individuals, shackled by 
the weak, sufficiently powerful to thr~1 
off the conventions of society, his actions 
would then be ttjust" according to nature. 72 

Prodicus was one of the chief students of morals. 

He did not believe that an absolute platform of virtue or 

good conduct could be constructed. 

He maintained that good and right are rela
tive terms. He anticipated the Epicureans 
by contending that a major test of right 
conduct is how it actually works.?3 

25 

Finally, a sophist named Critias maintains that 

religion is a happy invention of statesmen to insure obe

dience of their rUle. 74 His poem states this belief beau-

tifully: 

A time there was when anarchy did rule 
The lives of men, which then were like beasts; 
Enslaved to force; nor was there then reward 
For good men, nor for wicked punishment. 
Next, as I deem, did men establish laws 
For punishment, that ~ustice might be lord. 
Of all mankind, and Insolence enchain'd; 
And whosoe'r did sin was penalized. 
Next, as the laws did hold men back from deeds. 
Were done in secret,--then, as I maintain, 
Some shrewd man first, a man in counsel wise, 
Discovered unto men the fear of Gods, 
Thereby frighten sinners should they sin _ 
Een secretly in deed, or word, or thought. 75 

72Nahm, Ope cit., p. 244. 

?3Barnes, Ope cit., p. 133. 

?4Warbeke, OPe cit., p.123. 

?~ahm, Ope cit., pp. 247-248. 
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III. ·THE OPINION OF CONTEMPORARIES 

CONCERNING THE SOPHISTS 

"The bad consequence of education is envy, the good 

consequence wisdom."76 

The contemporaries of the sophists had quite diverse 

opinions on the influence and value of sophistic education. 

These opinions range from envy to condemnation and to the 

belief that the sophists expounded true wisdom. The debate 

on the pros and cons of the sophistic education began a 

little bit after the influx into Athens of the new teachers 

and became formal with repeated treatment. The distinction 

between word and deed or between reflection and action is 

one uppermost in Greek thought and began in the time of 

Homer. 

The pretensions of the new professors, their 
mercenary calling, their advanced thinking on 
matters of religion and ethics, the confusion 
and absurdity to which an unskilled use of 
their prompturia rhetorica lent itself--these 
and other such features of the new rhetoric 
served to throw into sharper contrast the 
progressive elements of Atllenian culture and 
the fundamental conservatism of the man in 

76Edward B. Stevens, "Some Attic Commonplaces of 
Pity," American Journal of Phil~logy, Vol. 65, No. I, 
January, 44, p. 19.--
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the street or on the farm. Envy, Herodotus 
tells us is a passion in whioh Greeks re
joioe. 77 

27 

There was something startling and outrageous in this 

outburst of intelleotual energy, perhaps the most remarkable 

that the world has seen. Young men who wanted power in 

government flooked to the sophists. These teaohers gained 

a large following and were revered by their stUdents. In 

Plato'S Protagoras one oan see the immense popularity and 

power that the sophists possessed. 

There was also a definite feeling of hostility to-

wards the sophists. In the Bacchae there oan be seen an 

appeal against the new learning where the ohorus oloses its 

hymn to Dionysus with an assent to his religion: "The 

oreeds of mankind--these would I aooept. n78 The theologians 

looked on the natural philosopher with suspioion. Their sus

picions and distaste oan be understood in the light of the 

famous statement on the gods made by Protagoras and mentioned 

earlier in the text. The Athenians expelled Protagoras for 

this piece of work and ordered all copies of it to be oon

fisoated and burned. 79 

Another cause for disfavor w~s disoovered in the 

77Ibid. , p. 24. 

78Ibid. , p. 20. 

7%ahm , OPe cit. , p. 222. 
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feeling of those who could not pay for the instructions, 

and who were, therefore, put at a disadvantage in debate 

and other functions of public life. 

28 

The bulk of this section, h~rever, will be dedicated 

to the critics of the sophists because they were the most 

literary of all the contemporaries and because many times 

the measure of an eneray is the defense raised against him.SO 

First, let us consider the most distant critic, 

Aristotle. He was not actually a contemporary, but he was 

near enough to be concerned about the sophists and to voice 

his opinions on them. He once wrote: 

Sophistic is nothing but apparent wisdom in no 
wise real, and the Sophist is only eager to 
get rich off his apparent wisdom which is not 
the true. Evidently these fellows seek rather 
to appear wise than to be wise without so ap
pearing • • • 'SIThe Sophist is a speculator 
in sham wisdom. 

Although it is quite a bit of fun to read this firey ap-

praisal, most sources agree that Aristotle was not speak

ing of the original sophists. 82 I.Vhen talking about men 

like Protagoras he calls him blameless and describes him 

as one of the seven sages. This pithy quote above either 

SOIbid., p. 225. 

SlCharles M. Bakewell, Source Book In Ancient 
Philoso.phy (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1907), 
p. 69. 

S2Gomperz, Ope cit., p. 421 
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refers to a few philosophers who were disciples of Socrates 

and who disagreed with Aristotle or it refers to the ttEris-

tics" with whom Ari stotle was engaged in a life long feud. 

For the purpose of this paper we can safely disregard the 

criticisms made by Aristotle. 

A very clever and accomplished critic was Aris

tophanes who could make clowns of any of the sophists. He 

states bluntl~r that the sophists 

attacked the basis of popular morality in three 
directions. They undermined (1) the belief in 
divine recompense for sin, (2) the reverence 
for law and custom, (3) the for.mulu honesty is 
the best policy.83 

The "Birds ff enables us to understand the sentiments of 

conservatives on the appearance of the new philosophy. 

The empire of the birds is created out of words by the 

king of persuasion, Peithetaerus, in a subjective re

structuring of the world, Peithetaerus mimics the tech

niques taught by Gorgias. Gorgias insists on a virtuous 

end of rhetorical persuasion, but the comic hero does 

not have these scruples.84 Peithetaerus is sh~Tn to be 

completely demoralized as a result of being a sophistic 

student while in the "cloUds" the father who represents 

83Dobbs, Ope oit., p. 65. 

84Cedric H. Whitman, Aristophanes and The Comic Hero 
(Cambridge: Harvard Uni versi ty Press, 1 9641~-p-~--174. 
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the stable conservative goes back to his former oreed after 

being tempted by this new philosophy.85 In the same play 

Aristophanes has Socrates sit in mid air in a basket where 

he may "sniff the purer intelligenoe of air undifield by 

earthly considerations. ,,86 It seems that i~ristophanes is 

simply against any type of ohange or intellectual ques

tioning. A quote from the "Birds" desoribing Philoolean 

gives an idea of Aristophanes' opinion of the new genera-

tion. 

As soon as he was well filled on good things, 
He jumped, he skipped, he farted, and he 
laughed, Just like a jaokass stuffed with 
barley oorn, And beat me with youthful vigor, 
Shouting "Boyt H87 

The most prominent man opposed to the sophists is 

Plato. Wilen referring to his oommentories we should keep 

in mind that he does not wri te history; he wri tes a peou

liar form of dramatio fiotion. V{e oan suppose that he 

thinks, as oontroversialists often do, that the opposite 

view would be more logioal if held in an extreme and shame

less form. 

His only resouroe is to make his puppet, either 
with oynioal ooolness or in blind rage, prooeed 

85DobbS, Ope oit., p. 73. 

86Warbeke, OPe oit., p. 113. 

87Whi tman, op. oi t ., p. 157. 
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to the necessary extremes and be there con
founded. 88 

As an example in the Republic, rrhrasymacllus of Ghalkedon 
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is made to advocate absolute injustice. He maintains that 

morality and virtue are devices of the weak to restrain the 

actions of the strong.89 It is very improbable that this 

respectable democratic professor held such a view: in 

politics he was for the middle class; and he asked for 

moderation in 411 B.C. 90 

The chief crime which the Sophists are accused of 

by Plato is as illustrated above, corruption and avaricious

ness. Plato brings up this complaint often. In an account 

of the calling and professions of the sophists in his di

alogue The Sophists we see all of Plato's complaints put 

together. 

Eliatic Stranger--First let us wait a moment and 
recover breath; and while we are resting we 
can reckon in how many forms he [the Sophisi7 
has appeared. In the first place, he was 
discovered to be a paid hunter after wealth 
and youth • • • • In the second place he was 
a merchant in the goods of the soul • • • • 
In the third place, he has turned out to be 
a retailer of the same sort of wares. 

Theaetetus--Yes; and in the fourth place, he 
himself manufactured the learned wares he sold. 

88.Murray, on. cit., pp. 161-162. 

89Plato, 'rhe Republic (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1956), p. 19. 

9~~urray, OPe cit., p. 162. 



Eliatic Strapger--Quite right; I will try and 
remember the fifth myself. He belonged to 
the fighting class and was further dis
tinguished as a debater who professed the 
eristic art • • • • This point was doubt
ful; yet at least agreed that he was a 
purger of souls, who cleaned away nations 
obstructive to knowledge. In a word is 
not the art of disputation the power of 
disputing about all things? 

Theaetetus--Certainly; there does not seem 
to be much that is left out. 

Eliatic Str~ger--But oht my dear youth do 
you suppose this possible? For perhaps 
your young eyes may see things which to 
our duller sight do not appear. 

Theaetetus--To what are you alluding? I 
don't think I understand your present 
question. 

Eliatic Stranger--I ask whet~Ir any body 
can understand all things. 

Let us retrace some of the accusations made in the 

above quote. Plato is concerned that so many young men 

flocked to the sophists for instruction in rhetoris and 

eristic. He thinks that this practice had a mischievous 

effect upon conduct. He charges that sophists with seek

ing victory and not truth. He carries this further and 

finally accuses them of being immoral and unsocial. 92 In 

the dialogue Protagoras Plato tries to point out the emp

tiness of this type of education: 
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91Jawett, Vol. III, Ope cit., p. 466. 

92Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 20 (Chicago! ~il
liam Brinton, 1965), p. 1001. 
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Socrates--":Jo I understand you," I said, "and is 

your meanine that you teach the art of politics, and that 

you promise to make men good citizens?" 

Protaf,oras--"That, Socrates, is exactly the profes

sion which I make.,,93 

The heart of the problem of disagreement in the case 

is a difference of opinion and belief. Plato believes that 

arete is non-transmissible while the sophists say it can be 

taught. As I have pointed out before, they were speaking 

of two different concepts. 

Another accusation which Plato makes is that the 

sophists were not interested in "questioning the current 

fashion of life, only in implementing it. tt94 In Plato's 

opinion, the sophists are conventionalists. Far from up

settine the prevailing mores of cities they visited, they 

lived prudentially. In the Republic he makes Socrates say 

to Adumontus: 

Perhaps you think with the multitude that youth 
are corrupted by the sophists, and do not per
ceive that society itself is the greatest soph
ist • • • • Don't you see that the sophists do 
nothing else but follow public opinion? They 
teach nothing else but popular dogmas. 95 

93Jowett, Vol. I, Ope cit., p. 90. 

94Robert E. Cushman, Therapeia (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1958), p. 36. 

95Dobbs, Ope cit., p. 57. 
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Most probably the sophists were a product of their 

culture, but one wonders why Plato gets so upset about their 

position. After all what is Plato wanting, but a return to 

past days of aristocratic supremacy. I suppose it is sim

ply a matter of values to decide whose views are the more 

beneficial to society. Plato wanted a philosopher king 

while the sophists presented philosophical grounds which 

tended to justify the breakdown of tradition and. the break

down of distinction between law and custom--a democracy. 

Plato is against the democracy. It was the monster that 

killed Socrates. 

In this same vain, Plato is upset by the Roma 

Mensura doctrine. He is willing to accept the view that 

"man is measure, n only wi th limitations. t'l.1an indeed re

flects or mirrors reality but he mirrors an objective 

Ideal Structure which measures man."96 

Because Plato belonged to the aristocracy, he agrees 

with the view that wage-earners were a low class of people. 

Most of Greece had this contempt for the wage earner. 97 In 

Thebes no one was eligible for public office if he had not 

been absent from the markets for ten years. We know that 

the sophists taught for l)ay. Of course, to Plato, this 

----------------------------------------------
96Cushman, OPe cit., p. 272. 

97Gomperz, Ope cit., p. 417. 



action would thoroughly condemn them. Several times he 

mentioned this fault. 98 

Besides attacking the true sophists, Plato uses 

their name to attack his current enemies, some liisciples 

of Socrates (Antesthines for one).99 A careful reader 

can discover these attempts of fraud in the "Euthydemus" 

and the "Sophists." 

After all this vehemence, "It is small wonder that 

with the strength of a powerful mind and with his superb 

control over philosophical instruments, Plato could bring 

to pass that history underevaluates Sophismts principal 

contributlons to the knowledge of man and of his psy

chology:.1OO 

98Durant, Ope cit., p. 363. 

99Gomperz, Ope cit., p. 421. 

10Ot-rahrn, OF. cit., p. 231. 
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IV. THE SOPHISTS' OUTLOOK.AND INFLUENCE 

The sophists were a part of the fifth century, Greek 

culture. They were popular vuth the democratic minded men 

of the day because the sophists 

started with an optimistic belief that man's 
nature is usually educable, and is capable of 
good; men with unfortunate or evil disposi- 101 
tions,were they believed, the exception ••• 

The sophists met the practical needs of the people. 

At that time the law required that every ci.tizen should 

speak in his own behalf in prosecutj.on or d.efense. A knowl

edge of judicial oratory was then a real need of the Greek 

citizen.102 The citizen was willing to pay the teacher for 

helping him to learn a certain skill, and he was grateful 

that there was someone vvilling to disperse this information. 

For the more prominent sophi sts, Protaeoras and Gorgias, the 

art of good speaking was not an end but a means which could 

not only lead to victory in the political confl1.ct but could 

give victory to arete.103 

10lJaeger, OPe cit., p. 304. 

10%. A. Kennedy, "Earliest Rhetorical Handbooks," 
American Journal of Phi 1 ol..2BZ , Vol. 80, NO.2, April, 1959, 
p. I 74. 

103untersteiner, Ope cit., p. 70. 
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When men visited the sophists, they were also en-

couraged to use their minds. Protagoras said, 1fMan is the 

measure of all things. nl04 This statement designed to 

emphasize that men are neither pigs, nor dog-headed apes, 

nor any other bizarre creature. We are human beings, and 

thus, as far as we are concerned, the measure of all 

things. 105 Protagoras is reminding man that he is not as 

"abstract--theoretical chimera in communication with ob-

jectives--immutable absolute essences but a living human 

being.,,106 He painted a world in which our relutionships, 

attitudes, and opinions are decisive, our concerns of ut-

most importance. The sophists were a part of the cultural 

surge which brought the intellectual side of man to the fore 

for the first time. lO? For this culture knowledge was in-

strumental, utilitarian, practical almost in our modern 

sense. 

A natural consequence of this individualism would 

seem to be a breaking down of morality. Earlier in the 

paper it was shown how Aristophanes illustrates this loss 

--------------------------------------------------------------
l04Jaeger, OPe cit., p. 299. 

l05Laszio Versenyi, "Protagoras I Man-Measure Frag
ments," American Journal of Phi loloEZ, , Vol. 83, No.2, 
April, 1962, p. 83. ---, 

l06Ibid., pp. 183-184. 

lO?Jaeger, Ope cit., p. 289 • 



of morality and blames the situation on the sophists. 

Plato, also implies that sophism tends to reduce the 

grounds for religious belief, moral practice and legal 

observance to mere convention. 

It is true that to the intelligent there must have 

seemed to be something inadequate in the old state reli

gion with its traditional statements of ethical obliga

tions. However, before the sophists began teaching the 
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piety of an earlier age had deteriorated. Faith in the 

true sense had vani shed .108 There remained onl:JT a beli ef 

in gods whose favour could be bought wi th gold. A de

scription of the situation can be gained from the Athenian 

envoys in Sparta in 432: 

It has always been the law that the weaker 
should be subject to the stronger • • • no 
one has ever allowed the cry for justice to 
hinder his ambition when he had a chance of 
gaining anything by might. l09 

As far as we have been able to discern from history, 

this outlook is, sooner or later, inevitable. 110 When we 

look to the sophists who were in the middle of the si tuation, 

we must agree with Grote who says that they "were the regu

lar teachers of Greek morality, neither above nor below the 

108DObbs, Ope cit., p. 3. 

l090urant, Ope cit., p. 295. 

11Onobbs, Ope cit., p. 14. 
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standard of the age. "Ill They did fail to provide states

manship for readjustment after this period of re-examination. 

However, they did serve to make the new philosophy clear 

and to define the new social position accurately. 

The sophists stand at the very centre of Greek 
history. They made Greece conscious of her 
own culture; and in that consciousness the 
Greek spirit reached its telos, and realized

ll its own form and the aim of its development. 2 

Their reasoning went so far as to suggest the theory of 

social contract. 

'~rom every corner of the Greek world they brought 

new ideas and challenges to Athens, and roused her philo

sophical consciousness and maturity."113 It might even be 

said that they made Plato and Aristotle possible.114 These 

contributions should be of sufficient value to secure for 

the sophist an honored place in the history of specula

tion. 115 

------. .-. _., ... ",--_..-" 

IllGomperz , 012· ci t. , p. 436. 

112Jaeger, 012· cit. , p. 300. 

113Durant, 012· cit. , p. 363. 

l14Jaeger, 012. cit., p. 288. 

ll5rJahm, Ope cit., p. 214. 



CONCLUSION 

The Greek sophists did not comprise a force which 

demoralized the Greek citizens in the fifth century B.C. 

The entire movement was moral as well as intellectual and 

was free from the corruption and lawlessness which accom

panied, for example, the Italian Renaissance. ~rhe moral 

respectability of the class was never even challenged by 

its enemies. However, the main fact is that the sophists 

were set to educate the nation and they did. After all, 

the sophists are the spiritual and intellectual repre

sentatives of the age of Pericles. If they were immoral, 

how could they have helped to create such an age. 

The sophists were an important force that helped 

put morality on a new base. They gave a voice and a 

spark of intelligence to the demos. Although they did 

not actually give answers to the moralistic uncertainty, 

they did help build the base of a new individualistic and 

democratic morality. 

They gave a voice to individualism and enriched 

Greek thought 'nith their destructive criticism of conven

tion and prejudice. They did not confine reality within 

a dogmatic scheme but allowed it to move in all its con

tradictions. Many probl ems may not have been adequately 
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answered by sophistic thought but the sophists Inust still 

be recognized for giving human being and human thought the 

spot light. In psychology in the twentieth century A.D., 

we learn that man passes through various stages of emo-

tional development from selfish containment all the way 

to intellectual independence and subjectivity. Is it 

possi ble that the sophists way back in the fifth century 

B.C. were advanced enough to promote this higher good, 

this final rung in 'the ladder of emotional stability? 

Finally, they were influential in developing a 

fundamental idea of an organized system of moral and 

political education. This idea of practical and theo

retical education together to develop a subjective mo

rality and a talent for statesmanship became the very 

character of the great schools founded by the philosophers, 

no matter how much they disclaim the sophistic theories. 

Vie can only stand amazed at the wealth of 
new and permanently valuable educational knowl
edge which the sophists gave to the world. They 
were the inventors of intellectual culture, and 
of the art of education which aims at producing 
it.116 

l16Jaeger, Ope cit., p. 290. 
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