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The Sophists: Antiphon, Protagoras, Callicles 
 
Would you like credit (CATS points) for this course? No? Enjoy the course. 

Yes? Produce text of about 2,000 words in total. Here are the options. (a) 
You can continuously write a course diary, where you reflect on your reading of 
the texts and the discussions in class as the course progresses. The idea is to 
document your engagement with the texts. This is my recommended option. (b) 
You can select a range of questions from the coursework sheets during the 
course. So, if you choose 10 questions, each answer will be about 200 words; 
and if you do 20, they will amount to ca 100 words. (Your first answer is the 
formative coursework.1) (c) You can write an essay of about 1,500 words. There 
are three steps. First, you can arrange the topic with me. Second, you write a 
brief outline or plan of your essay (ca one page, or 500 words), which we will 
discuss. (This is the formative coursework.) Thirdly, you can produce an essay 
for the specified deadline, which is 5 July 2019. (d) You can give a ten-minute 
presentation in class (with accompanying notes for me). 

 
Antiphon ‘On truth’ 
  
1. What is the point about nature? (44 A2–3) 
2. What is justice? (44 B1) 
3. Explain the contrast between laws and nature. (44 B1) 
4.* Overlooking the whole fragment, can you make out a theme that runs 

through it? If so, try to capture it in a sketch. (44 all) 
 
Protagoras’ ‘Great Speech’ 
 
5. The myth of Prometheus and Epimetheus mentions twice that humans did 

not possess the art or the skill to run a city—they lacked political or civic 
skills. Why does this matter? (321c–323a) 

6. Why does Zeus distribute justice and conscience to all? (322c–323c) 
7.* What is the central relevance of justice or virtue? (e.g., 327a) 
8.* How does Protagoras demonstrate that justice, or virtue, can the taught or 

learned? (323c–326e) 
9. If virtue can be taught, why is not surprising that some children of good 

parents turn out bad? (326e–328b) 
 
Callicles/Gorgias 
 
10. What is the distinction between convention (νόμος, nomos) and nature 

(φύσις, phusis) that Callicles has in mind, and why does this matter? (483a–
484c) 

                                                   
1  The Department distinguishes between formative and summative coursework. Formative 

coursework gives you the opportunity for getting feedback on your work during the course. 
The summative coursework is then the more formal assignment that matters for credit at 
the end of the course. 
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11. Callicles argues that conventions are made by the ‘weaklings’ (ἀσθενεῖς 
ἄνθρωποι, astheneis anthrōpoi). Do you agree? (483b) 

12. Why is Callicles inclined to give Socrates a thrashing? (484c–486c) 
13. What do you make of Callicles’ advice to abandon the philosophical way of 

life? (484c–486c) 
 
Background Information. (a) The text by Antiphon was found in the late 19th 
century in Egypt. As the picture shows, it is very fragmented, and thus the text 
does not flow well (and needs to be supplemented heavily). But it is a very rare 
continuous stretch of text from the 5th century BCE. (b) Plato’s Protagoras is one 
of the few sources for Protagoras’ moral views. In another dialogue, the 
Theaetetus (152a–c), Protagoras is depicted as a defender to relativism: ‘Man is 
the measure of all things, of those that are that/how/as (ὡς, hōs) they are, and of 
those that are not, that/how/as they are not.’ For instance, the same wind feels 
warm to S and cold to S* (S ≠ S*). So, how things appear to S is how things are 
for S: for S the wind is warm, for S* the wind is cold. Given that appearance 
(φαντασία, phantasia) is perception, then insofar as the wind appears warm to 
S, S perceives the wind as warm. Hence, the general thought is that ‘x appears F 
to S’ is equivalent to ‘S perceives x to be F’, and hence how S perceives things is 
how things are for S: if S perceives the wind to be warm, then the wind is warm 
for S (or is cold for S*). This however is perceptual relativism—it is not clear 
whether Protagoras therefore also suggests a sort of moral relativism. Do you 
think the Great Speech suggests it? (c) The official theme of Plato’s Gorgias is 
rhetoric; but the real and dominant topic is the just and good (political) life. (d) 
Callicles of Acharnae (Attica) (c. 450–404)was an aspiring aristocratic and well-
connected politician, who hosts Gorgias when he visited Athens in 427. He is 
characterized as the lover of beautiful Demos (who is a son of Plato’s mother 
Perictione from an earlier marriage) and the Athenian people—note that δῆμος 
(dēmos) means ‘people’. Given Callicles’ dim view of the people (e.g., 489c), this 
allusion is probably ironical. (e) Callicles mentions Polus, who is the third of 
Socrates’ interlocutors in the Gorgias. He hails from Acragas (Sicily) and was 
born around 440; he is a young disciple of Gorgias, characterized as a little 
childish and irascible: Πώλος means ‘colt’. He seems to have written a manual 
of rhetoric. (f) For the session: make a note of the passages that you do not 
understand, or those that you would like to clarify and discuss. 


