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Introduction

“I know few characters in history who have been so hardly dealt with as these so-
called Sophists”, says an indignant George Grote in his monumental History of Greece
(Grote, 1872, p. 43). The sophists he refers to are an influential group of teachers,
intellectuals, and authors of fifth-century (bce) Greece; the “so-called” registers a
protest against what Grote argues is an unfairly pejorative label. Though associated
with the words for wisdom (sophia) and wise man (sophos), and originally meaning
simply an expert or teacher, sophistEs had begun to take on connotations of intellec-
tual deviousness already in the fifth century – a trend powerfully reinforced by Plato’s
largely unsympathetic portrayal (cf. Guthrie, 1969, pp. 27–34). For our purposes,
“the sophists” will simply pick out a group of fifth-century teachers and thinkers
who were so labeled in antiquity, and whose practices and ideas seem to overlap in
important ways; they include Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias, Prodicus, and Antiphon,
and, in some respects, Socrates.1 Since our concern is with their ideas, the group
will also include the unidentifiable authors of some kindred anonymous texts (the
Dissoi Logoi, the Anonymus Iamblichi); and light can also be shed on sophistic ideas by
passages in other contemporary authors such as Democritus, Euripides and Thucydides.
In fact, there may be little point in trying to separate off sophistic ideas from the
broader intellectual currents of their era – the “Fifth-Century Enlightenment”, as it
has suggestively been called. Perhaps that is the hallmark of a successful intellectual
movement.

1. Besides Socrates, of whom more later, the most questionable name here is Gorgias, who
was first and foremost a rhEtorikos, a rhetorician or teacher of public speaking. I here assume
that “rhetorician” and “sophist” are overlapping categories (cf. Plato, Grg. 465c, 520a–b). Both
professed public speaking: the difference would perhaps be that a sophist taught rhetorical
skills not simply as such, but in the context of theorizing about language, ethics, and politics.
The division of labor might be epitomized by the fact that Gorgias served as an ambassador
to Athens from his home city of Leontini (DK 82A4), while Protagoras drafted laws for the
colony of Thurii (DK 80A1). On the other hand, it would be wrong to assume that Gorgias as a
rhetorician lacked theoretical interests, in light of his On Not Being (discussed below). The strongest
argument for excluding Gorgias is that in Plato’s Meno, he is said not to undertake to make
men virtuous, a standard feature of sophistic teaching, and to scoff at those who do (95c; but
cf. DK 82A8b).
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