Religious Education Support Service

Section A Topic 1.1 The Tradition of search

Outcome: Outline the place of the Sophists in the society of ancient Greece and their importance in the development of philosophical thought.

Please note that the following article is background information only on this topic.  It in no way constitutes a sample or exemplary answer on this topic.

The Sophists
The growing demand for education in 5th century BCE Greece brought about a group of philosophy teachers known as sophists. They were a professional class rather than a school. The demand was partly for genuine knowledge, but mainly for the skills that would allow the students to gain political power.. The Sophists travelled Greece teaching those who could afford to pay for their services. The sophists were not, technically speaking, philosophers, but, instead taught any subject for which there was a popular demand. Topics included rhetoric, politics, grammar, etymology, history, physics, and mathematics. Early on they were seen as teachers of virtue in the sense that they taught people to perform their function in the state. Protagoras of Abdera, who appeared about 445 BCE. is named as the first Sophist; after him the most important is Gorgias of Leontini, Prodicus of Ceos and Hippias of Elis. Wherever they appeared, especially in Athens, they were received with enthusiasm and many flocked to hear them. Even such people as Pericles, Euripides, and Socrates sought their company. 

The most popular career of a Greek of ability at the time was politics; hence the sophists largely concentrated on teaching rhetoric (public speaking). The aims of the young politicians whom they trained were to persuade the multitude of whatever they wished them to believe. The search for truth was not their most important goal. Sophists provided a bank of arguments on any subject for any particular situation, either for or against. They boasted of their ability to make the worse appear the better reason, to prove that black is white. Gorgias argued that one did not need to know a subject in order to be able to argue about it. This led to debate becoming little more than point scoring and becoming involved in the minor points of the argument. Their arguments were not so much about the content of the argument but rather about how the point was argued. They used epigrams paradoxes and clever use of words and phrases. . The word "sophistry": has now come to mean using false arguments knowing them to be false. The later philosophers were not happy with this form of philosophy. Plato said that there was prejudice against the name Sophist. And Aristotle defined Sophist as those who argue and reason falsely for the sake of gain. 

From beginning of the second century CE, the name "sophist" attained a new distinction, the name was given to the professional orators, who appeared in public with great pomp and delivered declamations either prepared beforehand or improvised on the spot. Like the earlier sophists, they went generally from place to place, and were acclaimed by their contemporaries, including the Roman Emperors. They also attempted to defend Paganism. 

Protogoras held that “Man is the measure of all things” which led to the belief in relativism.

The Sophists did develop the art and skills of debating. They also created disagreement in Athens over the question of absolute norms for right and wrong. Because the differences between right and wrong were no longer clearly delineated this caused trouble in the civil society of Athens.
(Adapted form the Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy)
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