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Socrates and the Sophists: The Struggle over Reason in Greece

The Platonic dialogues contain any number of definitions of sophists, most of them derogatory.

Socrates refers to them as “all-wise” (in the unflattering sense of “wise guys”), imitators of the

truth, sorcerers, flatters of the masses, opinion-makers, etc. And yet, the dialogues portray him

again and again in conversation with them, exerting himself in trying to understand and assess

the phenomenon of sophistry, which burst into Greek consciousness and left a deep mark on it

and the whole Western tradition that follows from it. We will try to understand who the sophists

were and why Plato saw the confrontation with them as one of supreme tasks for anyone who
wishes to justify the possibility, and goodness, of the life of reason.
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