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[In] a political climate [i.e., Athens in the 5th century B.C.] which placed so high a value on the capacity to speak persuasively there would inevitably develop a demand for men who could teach the art.  It was soon met.  The teachers were the men, most of them foreigners, not Athenians, who are generally known as the Sophists.


Until Plato in the next century made this word a term of abuse, it was the normal Greek word to describe an expert—a poet, a musician, a craftsman, anyone who was master of a professional skill.  And the Sophists—Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias, and many another famous name—were, first and foremost, professionals in the art of persuasion.  Protagoras offered to teach, for a price (and a very high one incidentally), how to make the weaker case appear the stronger.  This, of course, is the essence of the art of persuasion; it is the man with the weaker case who needs the rhetoric.  But Protagoras, like the others, was more than a teacher of rhetoric, for it was not enough to teach a man debating techniques; in an expanding and inquisitive society he need not only methods of expression but something to express.  He needed an acquaintance with literature, with what we call political science, with anthropology, psychology, history, with all those subjects which now constitute our so-called liberal education.

We have only a few fragments of the books the Sophists wrote; later generations let them vanish, while sedulously recopying every word Plato, the Sophists' great adversary, ever wrote . . . But from the fragments, from some other scattered sources, and above all from the brilliant, if slanted, dramatic re-creations of the Sophists at work contained in the Platonic dialogues we can with some confidence reconstruct the nature and range of their educational program.  Rhetoric, the technique of public speaking, was of course the core, the part for which the clients paid substantial amounts of hard cash.  Protagoras announced that for every statement there was a counter-statement, and he trained his students in the technique of antilogia—speech and counter-speech.  The student speaks both sides of the question, displaying his greatest ingenuity on the weaker side; Protagoras claimed to teach how to make the weaker cause the stronger . . . [The Greeks] took enthusiastically to this system of argumentation.  The evidence is to be seen everywhere in fifth-century literature—in the balanced pairs of speeches in Thucydides, the specimen legal speeches of Antiphon, the formal debates characteristic of Euripidean tragedy.  In most instances the case is so highly developed on both sides that it is difficult to decide for one or the other . . . It is no accident that Protagoras is the author of the first succinct and memorable formulation of relativism, that the individual is the measure of all things . . . But rhetorical training . . . was not the whole of the Sophists' program; they also discoursed and wrote on subjects which clearly identified them as the first professors of the humanities.  For one thing, they all claimed to be interpreters of poetry and to teach that skill to their pupils: "My opinion," says Plato's Protagoras, "is that the most important part of a man's education is the ability to discuss poetry intelligently."  The Greeks had no sacred ethical or religious text, no Bible; the authorities to which they customarily appealed on questions of conduct and belief were the poets, especially Hesiod and Homer.  So that a discussion of poetry, though it might begin . . . as a literary critique, moved easily and imperceptibly into the moral and political spheres . . .

In Plato's dialogue, Protagoras dismisses such studies [i.e., astronomy, geometry, arithmetic, grammar, mythology and history] as too technical; for himself he makes the extraordinary claim that his teaching will confer on his pupils sounder judgment in both private and public business, enable them to manage their family affairs in the best possible manner, and exert paramount influence both by speech and by action in the life of the community.  "You mean," say Socrates, "that you teach the art of politics and promise to make men good citizens?"  And Protagoras answers, "That is an exact definition of what I profess to offer."

It is often said that the importance of Socrates in the history of Western thought is that he brought theory down from the skies . . . to the human world, to the moral and political problems of mankind.  But this was in fact the achievement of the Sophists, who created an education designed for the first great democracy.  Of course, their teaching and still more the new, often skeptical attitudes it generated contributed to the intellectual revolution which in the last quarter of the fifth century B.C. undermined age-old religious and moral beliefs, as well as traditional political loyalties.  But it is an exaggeration to place on the shoulders of the Sophists full responsibility for the breakdown of traditional morality and religion . . . Thucydides attributes the loss of faith and religion not the teaching of the Sophists but to the horrors of the plague of 430-427 B.C. . . .  Thucydides sees the general abandonment of humane standards as the result of the teaching not of the Sophists but of the war [i.e., Peloponnesian War], which is, as he says, a teacher, and a brutal teacher at that.


The Sophists have been saddled with more than their fare share of the blame by the genius of a comic poet, Aristophanes, and the still greater genius of a philosopher.  It was Plato, of course, who made the word "Sophist" into a term of abuse and also . . . tried to suppress the new humanities.  It was perfectly logical that he should do so.  They had been created to provide education in citizenship for that democracy which Plato loathed and despised, not only because it had put his master Socrates to death but also because he saw clearly the real flaws of Athenian imperial democracy . . .  he also saw as flaws what were in fact its virtues—its openness to new ideas, its freedom of speech, its establishment of equality before the law.  Plato's concern for truth and denunciation of the moral neutrality of much Sophistic teaching can only be praised, but in his search for a better form of education he threw out the baby with the bath water.  In his ideal states, both the rigidly controlled nightmare of the Republic and the slightly less stifling bad dream of the Laws, the basic materials of the humanities, poetry, philosophy, history, and the arts are either expelled bag and baggage or else forced to sing an official song to please the censors.  Plato is a great artist and philosopher, but there is surely no one reading this who would abandon even the most corrupt and inefficient democracy to live in his republic.


The training introduced by the Sophists obviously had its bad effects as well as its good ones; what system of education does not?  But the good side of it has not been sufficiently emphasized.  The Sophists trained their students to ask questions . . . the Sophists encouraged their students to question every received idea, to subject age-old concepts of the relationship between man and god, man and society, to the criterion of reasoned, organized discussion.  It is in this period of Athenian history that we hear for the first time doubts expressed about the value of aristocratic lineage . . . and also about the superiority of Greeks to barbarians, for the first time discussion of the position of women in society, of the nature of political equality, and even . . . slavery.  Athenian democracy, the first society we know of that was open to the free play of ideas, was finding its voice in the new education . . .

[That] group of studies we call the humanities came into being as an education for democracy, a training in free citizenship; all through its long history it has been the advocate of free thought and speech; it has flourished most brilliantly wherever those freedoms were respected and faced repression and banishment wherever they were not.  And this the strongest argument for the humanities today.  Not that they will lead to positions of emolument [i.e., monetary gain]—it is no longer true . . . not that they will make the individual life a richer, deeper experience—though this is true; but that they will prepare the young mind for the momentous choices, the critical decisions which face our world today . . .

What is a human being?  What is the good life?  The good society?  What limits are there to individual loyalty to the state?  To human exploitation of the universe?  These questions and others like them are what the humanities have been asking ever since they first took shape in Athens.  They are questions for which there is no simple answer, problems for which there is no neat solution—but one thing is certain.  Those who have never looked beyond the edges of their technical fields or their business affairs to ask themselves what broader purpose, if any, is served by their activity, whose answer to the question "Why the next step?" is "Because it's there" are not as well equipped to chart a course for a free nation in the twenty-first century as those who, familiar by their studies with the best that has been thought or said, with the whole history of the human spirit, are painfully conscious of the frailty of all mortal structures, social, economic, and political . . . but equally aware that time and again in the long history of our race humanity . . . has shown itself capable of just the kind of intelligence and courage it will need if it is to survive in the dangerous years to come.
