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     VAL MORGAN

A FEW NOTES ON SOCRATES AND THE SOPHISTS  

Sophists and Socrates both used the elenchus, a method of questioning which is something like ‘cross-examination.’

The Socratic elenchus eventually gave rise to the dialectic, the idea that through question and answer, through opposing ideas, through modifying one’s position and throwing out false opinions (doxa) truth might be pursued. It requires the searching out and bringing forth of true opinions in order to guide the interlocutor towards right thinking and a knowledge of the true forms. Although Socrates, in the Apologia, claims to have discovered no other truth than that he knows no truth, the Socrates of Plato’s earlier dialogues is of the opinion that truth is obtainable by use of the elenchus.
SOPHISTS -  while they use the elenchus they do not develop a dialectic aimed at leading people towards truth. Some practice eristic, flashy and ostentatious employment of verbal tricks, capping an argument or trapping an opponent without regard to searching out truth. So, among all the other forms of decadence which Aristophanes points to in Athenian society at this time, might be added the decadence of philosophical argumentation.

SOPHISTS were mainly outsiders, not Athenians. They came offering an education suited to the creation of a competititve public sphere which seemed to threaten the Old Education, the traditional mythopoetic education based on the poets (Homer, Hesiod, Pindar), religious ritual, and cultic initiation rites such as the Mysteries at Eleusis.   (cf. Chorus of Initiates in Frogs.) Yet what they offered in the New Education was highly adapted to the needs of a citizen body which required rhetorical skills in order to participate in the democratic institutions of the Law Courts and the Assembly.

Aristophanes shows the Sophists as mainly wanting to win arguments (or to practice what Shakespeare later calls ‘the glib and oily art/ To speak and purpose not.’ ( King Lear)

They are ambitious of fame, giving their eristic displays even at public festivals. Some of them (Hippias, Prodicus) develop the staginess of epideictic displays before vast audiences (thus threatening to muscle in on Aristophanes’s own turf in the parabasis.) One of the effects of these performances was to promote skepticism about hierarchies and values: moral, religious, political, social. The Sophists were seen as preaching a kind of moral relativism. They introduce skepticism, subjectivism, relativism, and have a creed of materialistic opportunism .

SOPHISTS charged fees. 

A Radical new idea enters the world here; the idea that you can sell instruction and wisdom indiscriminately to whoever can pay. 

“The idea that knowledge-exchanges could exist as purely financial transactions, separate from the cultural and religious framework of the polis, is an idea that does not exist anywhere before the SOPHISTS”.  (Michel Foucault)

This idea is dramatised in the scene where Pheidippides beats his father and advances arguments of justification – here we see the severance of the sophistic form of argumentation from the cultural, social and religious framework that surrounds it. 

The  main difference between the Sophists and Socrates is not one of methodology but of TELEOLOGY (Gr. telos: end, aim, purpose, goal). For Socrates and Plato the aim of philosophical argumentation is to move forward in the pursuit of truth. This difference is ignored or left undistinguished by Aristophanes. 

Many Athenians, including Aristophanes, seem to have thought of Socrates as a Sophist seeing that he used the same methods, though in a slightly different way and for a wholly different purpose. BUT Socrates might easily have appeared to be just another Sophist because he also confronted and questioned accepted opinions and ethical positions. Socrates was also prominent in Athenian life, a familiar flâneur of the agora, eccentric in appearance and under the protection of no obvious political patronage. This makes him an easy target to caricature and distort through techniques of  burlesque and satire.

Aristophanes is ambiguous and equivocal at times, as in the scene of the TWO LOGOI

While RIGHT (Dikeos) is seen to promote traditional education, the way things were done in the old days, he is presented as salacious and vulgar. He does not possess an elevated diction. RIGHT is vulgarised and crass, while the radical WRONG (Adikeos) is shown as unscrupulous and amoral. This makes Aristophanes’ partisanship difficult to locate although some consistency of conviction seems to underlie all his plays: horror of excesses, anti-war, dislike of extremes, pro aristocracy of merit, against demogoguery, conservation of the best traditional values etc.
Socrates had no school, charged no fees, had no contracted pupils, gave no public displays and, until his trial in 399 BC, never addressed a large audience. Socrates’ dialectic is a private discourse, while sophistic eristic is a public discourse. Plato tries to highlight this difference whereas Aristophanes blurrs the distinction. 
