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THE STORYLINE OF PLATO'S PROTAGORAS* 

 

Methodology 

      My aim in these pages is to demonstrate that the speeches and actions in the Protagoras 

are the moments of a complex, coherent, fully worked out storyline. Leo Strauss' coined 

term "logographic necessity" posits the necessity that everything in Plato's Socratic 

dialogues occurs for a reason, as in well-written short stories. I explicate how the 

dramatic details of the Protagoras serve to drive the argument. For instance, Socrates' 

unpleasantnesses visited on the sophist throughout the dialogue externalize his 

resentment at the prospect of losing friendship with Hippocrates,1 two of the three 

reactions that Protagoras encounters when suborning the best young men from their 

friends and relatives, as the sophist reveals in his impromptu autobiography at 316c5–

d3.2  

 

      Introduction                                                                                                                                                       

In the first half of the dialogue, Socrates investigates Protagoras' moral principles. In the 

second half, the sophist delivers a wise saying about ἀνδρεία [courage], followed by 

Socrates overturning the wise saying by replacing it with an alternative definition of 

ἀνδρεία. As Hippocrates intends to abandon friends and family in order to acquire 

                                                             
     * I follow the text of J. Burnet, Platonis Opera, 1901–06, Oxford. Translations of the text are mine 

unless otherwise indicated.     

     1 The fact of his friendship with Hippocrates is established at 313b1 when Socrates reproaches 

the young man for not sharing his intention to associate with Protagoras by asking "neither father 

nor brother nor anyone of us your friends" (οὔτε ἡμῶν τῶν ἑταίρων οὐδενί) whether such an 

association would be useful to him or not.   

     2 In addition to the "resentments" and "unpleasantnesses" elicited by the sophist's seduction and 

alienation of the best young men from their friends and relatives, Protagoras notes occurrences of 

plots against his person (ἐπιβουλαί) that he has apparently confronted and surmounted.  
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wisdom by associating with Protagoras, the wise saying must be refuted lest Socrates 

lose his friendship. The titled sections below name the major stages of the storyline.   

 

      1. The testing of Protagoras (309–335b)                                                                                      

Socrates encounters an unnamed acquaintance to whom he recounts the events of the day. 

Hippocrates had awakened Socrates before daybreak. He informs Socrates that Protagoras 

arrived in Athens the previous day, which Hippocrates only learned of late at night after 

dinner, for he had spent the daylight hours in the country, chasing after a runaway slave.  

           Like Meno's, Hippocrates’ personal character is often deprecated.3 Is Hippocrates 

intemperate? Socrates names indulgences in food, drink, and sex as tokens of akrasia4 at 

353c6. The portrayal of Hippocrates’ day-long slog through the countryside to re-enslave 

a fugitive slave whose name is suggestive of pleasure, and his return home at nightfall to eat 

dinner, seems the very negation of someone enslaved by the pleasures of food, drink and 

sex.    

                Hippocrates means to dissolve his relations with family and friends, of whom Socrates 

is one, to associate with Protagoras, not out of political ambition, but so as to be made 

wise. The young man jokes that the sophist has wronged him "because he is the only wise 

man and doesn't make me one" (310d5–6). There is no mention in this passage or 

elsewhere of Hippocrates harboring political ambition. Despite that negative fact, it is 

generally assumed that he intends to pursue a political career.5  
                                                             
     3 Cf. Wolfsdorf 2008, 83: "In Protagoras Plato spends considerable time conveying an impression 

of Hippocrates as an impetuous and intemperate soul;" Gonzalez, 2014,37: "Hippocrates’ ‘courage’ 

is more the kind of reckless daring that arises from intense passion (and from drunkenness) . . . . 

He is someone ruled by the whims of passion rather than by any prudent reflection."  

     4 I am borrowing Aristotles' coined term for lacking mastery over one's desires; the word 

ἀκρασία does not occur in the Protagoras or elsewhere in Plato.  

     5 Cf. Adkins 1973: 3 "Hippocrates is the son of a great and wealthy house, who wishes to make a 

name for himself in politics, and thinks that the best way of achieving his goal is to become a pupil 

of Protagoras." Adkins does not trouble to support that inference. Hippocrates jokes that 
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  Socrates warns of the danger of being poisoned by what is on offer from sophists. Just 

as grocers sell food for the body, some of it perchance spoiled, sophists sell food for the 

soul. Unlike provisions from the market, which may be carried off and tested by experts 

in the kitchen, the latter must be consumed immediately upon purchase. 

Later, at Kallias' house, Socrates presents himself and Hippocrates to Protagoras. The 

sophist, who does not know why they have come, asks whether they prefer to confer 

privately or in public. Protagoras warily asks that question because it is safer for him that 

the intentions of prospective associates harboring grandiose political ambitions be 

examined in private. On the other hand, interviews of those without political ambition 

may take place in public. Socrates’ reply does not identify Hippocrates’ intention, namely 

that the young man desires to become wise and speak most wisely. Socrates simply 

evokes his wealthy and distinguished background, stating that he is the scion of a great 

house surviving because blessed (οἰκίας μεγάλης τε καὶ εὐδαίμονος), and his nature is 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Protagoras is the only wise man and does not make him one, words which do not express an 

intention to acquire political power. Bartlett 2003: 613 "Hippocrates has heard (because 'all' say it: 

310e6) that Protagoras is 'wisest at speaking'; and he wishes to become the student of Protagoras 

evidently because he believes that acquiring such wisdom or skill himself is essential to fulfilling 

his political ambition—to his becoming 'held in high regard in the city' (310e6-7; 316b10-cl)." At 

310e6–7, Hippocrates' remark "All praise the man and assert that he is wisest in speech" (πάντες 

τὸν ἄνδρα ἐπαινοῦσιν καί φασιν σοφώτατον εἶναι λέγειν) indicates no more than that the 

young man wishes to learn to speak wisely.  Bartlett is misreading 316b10–d1. The desire to 

become well-spoken of in the city does not imply political ambition; the outstanding practioners of 

all the honorable professions are well-spoken of by their fellow citizens. Nathan 2017: 382 "He (sc. 

Socrates) goes on to explain that Hippocrates is ‘not only from a great and prosperous family, but 

seems a match for any of his peers in natural ability [τὴν φύσιν] as well’, and that Hippocrates 

wishes to study under Protagoras so that he can distinguish himself in politics (316b8–c4)." Like 

Bartlett's, Nathan's quotation of Socrates' words at 316b10–d1 does not support the inference he 

draws from them. 
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competive in his age cohort." Further his intention is to be well-spoken of in the city 

apparently for speaking most wisely. 

      Socrates bids the sophist decide whether he prefers to confer privately, or openly 

before others. As Protagoras desires to give a public demonstration, he thanks Socrates for 

providentially bringing him someone without political ambitions whose prospective 

association may be discussed openly: "Socrates, you have correctly divined my intention 

(i.e. to conduct a discussion for all to hear)." Protagoras’s answer indicates that he does not 

judge Hippocrates’ desire to become famous in his city in speaking most wisely to require 

a private consultation, as would be the case for interviewees harboring political ambitions.                              

      The sophist goes on to describe his modus operandi. He is a foreigner who trawls the 

great cities, persuading the best young men to abandon their usual converse with family 

and friends in order to associate with him. Those alienations of affection cause 

resentments (φθόνοι), unpleasantnesses (δυσμένειαι), and even plots (ἐπιβουλαί) against 

his person. Doing what Protagoras does puts him in existential danger from deadly 

enemies.                                                                                                            

The attendees assembled and seated, Socrates is asked to repeat what he said before, 

that Hippocrates desires to become well-spoken of by his fellow citizens. Instead, Socrates 

asks what the young man will get from associating with Protagoras. The sophist promises 

that he will get what he came for. Socrates presses him to say exactly what that might be. 

Protagoras reveals that his μάθημα [teaching] is for managing optimally one's estate "and 

that one might be the most powerful in the affairs of the city in doing and speaking." Later 

on, at 354b4–5, "rule over others" (ἄλλων ἀρχαί) and "wealth" (πλοῦτοι) terminate a list 

of pleasures. The former is a lapidary phrase, capturing in two words the essence of being 

preeminent in the affairs of the city in speaking in favor of one's agenda and effecting it; 

the latter term names the telos [aim] of Protagoras teaching how best to manage one's 

estate. Socrates closes off the prospect of wealth and rule over others by recasting 

Protagoras' μάθημα into a harmless platitude, namely that the sophist's teaching is the 

science of politics and making men into good citizens. Socrates' paraphrase obscures what 
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the sophist actually teaches. Earlier, Socrates spoke of the danger of purchasing food for 

the soul from a sophist that must be consumed immediately; here, in effect, he has carried 

it off uneaten to be tested.  

Socrates asserts that ἀρετή [human excellence] is not teachable. He cites counterfactual 

conditions the first of which is easily refuted. The Athenians follow apparently 

contradictory rules when meeting in the ekklesia [assembly]. On the one hand, they accept 

advice on technical issues only from competent professionals trained by known teachers. 

On the other hand, any citizen may offer advice about managing the city’s affairs, whether 

rich or poor, aristocrat or menial, without being asked who taught him δικαιοσύνη [being 

friendly towards fellow citizens] and σωφροσύνη [resistance to hedonic self-gratification], 

which are required to advise competently on matters of policy. Unlike the case of 

professionally trained experts, citizens cannot name their teacher. As Protagoras points 

out in his speech, the contradiction disappears when one takes into account the fact that 

citizens acquire those twin aspects of ἀρετή, not by paying experts to teach it to them, but 

by emulating their elders, and through long practice, each eventually deeming himself 

expert in making just and prudent policy decisions.                                                                                                              

Socrates' better argument for the thesis that ἀρετή is not teachable relies on the fact 

that men of great excellence6 appear from time to time, and are recognized in their 

accomplishments by their contemporaries to possess ἀρετή in full. Yet they have no 

known teacher of their excellence, nor are they able to transmit it to their sons. Socrates, a 

young man at the fictional date of the Protagoras, introduces here a paradox that he will 

reprise as an elderly man in the Meno.7                                                        

In the Great Speech, Protagoras commends the practice of having children read poetry 

about great and good men of old "so that the child be zealous to imitate them and to strive 

to become such as they were," but he does not address the deep question of how great 

                                                             
     6 Socrates names Aristides as the only genuine statesman at Grg. 526b2 and intimates at Men. 

84a1–7 that Aristides was unable to convey his ἀρετή to his son Lysimachus. 

    7 Men. 93b2–5 
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men come to possess ἀρετή in full, saying only that everyone including the great men of 

Athens teaches children the demotic ἀρετή that all must possess.                 

Protagoras' opinion that man is unjust in his nature informs his account of the origin 

and formation of mankind, told in the form of a myth. The impending extirpation of 

humankind, whose lawlessness towards one another prevented concerted resistance 

against packs of predator animals, and rendered living together in cities impossible, was 

averted by Zeus' contrivance: in order that they might live together in cities, all must be 

coerced to be just towards one another. Protagoras describes the process by which citizens 

assiduously inculcate demotic8 ἀρετή into their children.                                                                                          

Aside the charm of the origin myth, and the logos of civilization that it entails, exactly 

what Protagoras teaches those who intend to rule over others is as yet unknown. It 

remains to be determined whether or not, according to the sophist’s teaching, the σώφρων 

ruler over others practices ἀδικία. Socrates’ methodology for testing the sophist in that 

regard proceeds by indirection. Pairs of abstractions are examined: δικαιοσύνη and 

ὁσιότη [piety], σωφροσύνη and σοφία [wisdom], and ἀδικία [injustice] and σωφροσύνη. 

I note that the penultimate abstraction is not δικαιοσύνη, as is universally asserted, but its 

negation. The word δικαιοσύνη or cognate forms do not appear in the third discussion, in 

                                                             
    8 At Phdr. 82a11–b3, Socrates corroborates Protagoras’ portrayal of the inculcation of virtue in 

the city by praising "those who are the most blessed, and go to the best place (sc. to the well-ruled 

city when they are reborn), practicing a demotic and civic ἀρετή that they call σωφροσύνη and 

δικαιοσύνη, which (sc. demotic and civic ἀρετή) comes to be from habit and practice, without 

philosophy or reason." A similar train of though is expressed at Phd. 82a10–b8: those are the 

happiest who practice the demotic and political ἀρετή which they call σωφροσύνη and 

δικαιοσύνη from habit and practice without philosophy or understanding, and will be reborn into 

gentle and poltical (=social) species such as bees, wasps or ants or once again into the human race. 

Here the perceptive ethologist Plato likens the cooperative hives of social insects to the cities of 

men.  
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contrast to ἀδικῶν, ἀδικεῖ, ἀδικοῦσιν, and ἀδικοῦντες, the latter twice. Following Kahn,9 

I read the third discussion, not as a testing of propositions, but as a testing of Protagoras 

the man.          

                In a preliminary interrogatory, Socrates elicits Protagoras’ theory of ἀρετή, that its parts 

are different from one another, and have different functions, as different as the mouth's 

function is to that of the eyes, and are unlike pieces of gold, which differ only in largeness 

and smallness, and that having one part does not imply that one has another part, unlike 

parts of the face.10   

    Socrates states a contrary view, that "all the names (sc. of the parts of ἀρετή) reference 

the same unitary existent thing" (πάντα ὀνόματα τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἑνὸς ὄντος [321d1]). That 

idea is restated at 349b2–3: "there are five names (sc. δικαιοσύνη, ὁσιότης, σωφροσύνη, 

ἀνδρεία, σοφία) that inhere in the unitary practice (sc. of ἀρετή)" (πέντε ὄντα ὀνόματα, 

ἐπὶ ἑνὶ πράγματί ἐστιν).11 This extraordinary thesis is asserted in no other dialogue. 

Instead, an older Socrates freely follows Protagoras’ conventional opinion that the named 

parts of ἀρετή are separate activities in the Meno, Gorgias and elsewhere. In the Republic 

and the Laws, φρόνησις [practial or political wisdom] as a part of ἀρετή replaces σοφία 

and ὁσιότης is omitted. At Leg. 12.965d9–13, the Athenian stranger revisits the puzzling 

relationship of the parts of ἀρετή to ἀρετή itself: "it is necessary that the Guardians see 

accurately what through all four (sc. parts of ἀρετή) is the same thing which we assert in 

ἀνδρεία and σωφροσύνη and δικαιοσύνη and in φρόνησις to be one thing (ἓν ὄν) and is 

                                                             
     9 Cf. Kahn 1996: 97: "The elenchus described in the Apology is a testing of persons, not 

propositions. (This conception of the elenchus is occasionally expressed in the dialogues, for 

instance at Laches 187E‒188B and Protagoras333C . . .)." 

     10 A face without nose or mouth is not a face. Cf. Manuwald 2005: 118, n. 12. 

     11 There is an amended version of 321d1 and 348b2–3 in the summary of the dialogue. The self-

commenting speeches of the interlocuters observe that Socrates has been "attempting to 

demonstrate that ἐπιστήμη is pretty much everything, namely  δικαιοσύνη and σωφροσύνη, and 

ἀνδρεία" (361b1–2). 
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justly to be called by the single word ἀρετή." The stranger admits that he does not know 

whether ἀρετή exists by nature as a unity or as a whole or as both or in some other way. 

Despite Megillus' protest that they examine that puzzle, the stranger tables it until other 

preliminaries are examined first. I note that the stranger never returns to the puzzle which 

suggests that Plato was unable to resolve it.                                                                                                                  

           No less than Meno,12 Socrates has looked at the things in his soul. He sees δικαιοσύνη,13 

σωφροσύνη,14 ἀνδρεία15 and ὁσιότης16 [reverence for the gods]. He does not see σοφία 

but postulates its presence in the exceptional man. Socrates knows from personal 

experience that σοφία is not possessed by average citizens. The word for the practical 

wisdom required to govern σωφροσύνη, ἀνδρεία and εὐμαθία lest they turn to bad in 

the Meno (Men. 88c1–3) and imposed on ordinary citizens by the enforcement of the laws 

of the Lawgiver by appointed Guardians in the Laws17 is not σοφία but φρόνησις. At Men. 

                                                             
     12 Cf. Men. 87e6–7. Socrates: "Let us look into the things in the soul! Do you name each one of 

them σωφροσύνη and δικαιοσύνη and ἀνδρεία and εὐμαθία [quick-wittedness] and μνήμη 

[powerful memory] and μεγαλοπρέπεια [aspiration to greatness] and so forth?" Meno: "I do." 

Meno has looked at the things in his own soul, the only one available for him to look into. The 

inclusion of μεγαλοπρέπεια, so characteristic of a man who aspires to plenipotentiary rule as his 

initial question indicates, confirms that this listing of things in the soul are those of the Thessalian. 

      13 Cf. Cr. 53c6–8. 

      14 Cf. Symp. 220a2–3. 

      15 Cf. La. 181b1–4. 

      16 Cr. Apol.33c4–7. 

     17 All nine instances of σοφία in the Laws refer to non-political sciences (Leg. 2.644a4, 3.677c6, 

3.679c5, 3.689d7, 3.691a7, 3.701a6, 5.732a6, 5.747c3, 9.863c5). The Lawgiver possesses φρόνησις 

[practical wisdom] that informs the νόμοι [Laws]. At Leg. 1.632c4-7, "the Lawgiver . . . having set 

down the νόμοι appointed Guardians over all matters, some possessing a bit of φρόνησις in 

executing their duties, others proceeding on the basis of true opinion, so that Mind (νοῦς) might 

be said to bind everything together to be ancillaries or helpers (ἑπόμενα) to the σωφροσύνη and 

δικαιοσύνη (sc. practiced by ordinary citizens)."   

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3579453



 9 

99e6, Socrates speculates that the φρόνησις-governed ἀρετή of the very small number of 

the best statesmen18 would need to come from a divine gift (θεία μοῖρα), bestowed 

intentionally by a god, unlike other parts of ἀρετή such as bravery or a quick wit or 

σωφροσύνη whose steady state distribution among human beings suggests that their 

αἰτίαι are simply automatic, mindless regularities of Nature. Φρόνησις is required to 

regulate the parts of the soul of the citizen. Socrates' lifelong search for σοφία in itself is 

non-political and aspirational. 

           Socrates’ Unity of the Virtues at 321d1 and 348b2–3 exhibits Plato's favored rhetoric of 

antithesis: the thesis that the ἀρετή that humans practice is a single thing referred to by 

five different names is the absolute negation of Protagoras' commonsensical opinions 

about humans practicing justice towards their fellow-citizens, reverencing the gods in cult 

observances, displaying courage in battle, etc.                                                                                                                                                      

           According to Protagoras, the words δικαιοσύνη, ὁσιότης, σωφροσύνη, σοφία and 

ἀνδρεία name different human behaviors, compresent or not as may be. As he says 

(329e5–6), many are ἀνδρεῖοι, but unjust, and (sc. many) are just, but not wise. The former 

pair of uncongenial dispositions reminds that the primitive men of the myth would have 

exercised ἀνδρεία in killing or fending off a dangerous animal, singulatim, with firebrand 

or farm implement. But in the war against packs of predator animals, they were the 

weaker because, unlike the animals, they lacked justice vis-à-vis their fellows, so that they 

did not come to one another's defense as animals do. As for the latter pair of dispositions, 

Protagoras observes that the law-abiding polloi are just but not wise. It is also represented 

in the Great Speech that the innate19 disposition of men to reverence the gods (ὁσιότης) 

existed in mythical time, anterior to historical time when cities were established and 

                                                             
     18 Socrates singles out Aristides as the only genuine statesman at Grg. 526b2.  

                          19 Cf. 322a4: mankind alone of the animals worships the gods "through their kinship with deity"  

                     (διὰ τὴν τοῦ θεοῦ συγγένειαν).     
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justice came into existence.20 An antithesis is drawn between the gods fabricating men 

under ground with dirt and fire and humankind worshiping the gods by firing terra cotta 

cult statues in sunken kilns.21  

                        Protagoras’ Great Speech concluded, Socrates initiates a series of discussions. The first     

discussion commences with Socrates and Protagoras agreeing that ὁσιότης [piety] and 

δικαιοσύνη [justice] are real life activities practiced in cities. Socrates states that ὅσιον, 

the eponymous attribute of ὁσιότης, applies to δικαιοσύνη and vice versa. Protagoras is 

not entirely in agreement. He proposes that Socrates' proposition be assumed as a 

hypothesis: "Let us assume that that δικαιοσύνη is ὅσιον and ὁσιότης is δίκαιον." 

Socrates forbids Protagoras the use of hypotheticals. To that diktat, Protagoras replies 

that everything may be hypothesized: "in one way or another, all things are the same as 

everything else." Accordingly, even opposites like black and white, hard and soft, have 

some degree of likeness. Socrates dares Protagoras to say that piety and justice have as 

little in common as black and white. "Not so," he replied, "at all, nor yet, on the other 

hand, as I believe you regard them."22 Socrates intuits the sophist’s feelings that fuel 

those words, and reveals them to the audience: "Since you seem to me to be in a state of 

displeasure as regards our conversation (ἐπειδὴ δυσχερῶς δοκεῖς μοι ἔχειν πρὸς 

τοῦτο), let's drop it and examine something else you said." Protagoras’ δυσχέρεια that 

Socrates' diktat and his subsequent remarks provoke is his reaction to an instance of the 
                                                             

        20 Cf. Wilamowitz-Moellendorff 1931–32: 1,13: "Es ist eine fundamentale Tatsache, die nie  

vergessen werden darf, so oft es auch geschieht, daß die Moral im Zusammenleben der 

Menschen  entsteht, anders als der Glaube an die Götter, die selbst erst spät von den 

Menschen zu moralischen Wesen umgebildet werden." 

     21 Cf. Eleni Hasaki (private communication): "The Greek pottery kilns were often partially 

subterranean, especially their lower combustion chamber, to ensure better insulation and heat 

retention. Moreover, small figurines (especially in the Neolithic period) may have been indeed 

fired in low temperatures in pit firings, again dug into the ground. So in both cases, either a two-

chambered kiln or a simple single space pit was often wholly or partially dug underground."  

          22 Translation of Lamb 1924: 161.  
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unpleasantnesses the sophist spoke of earlier, which he typically experiences at the 

hands of those who, like Socrates, resent the prospect of losing an intimate to the 

sophist’s circle.  

     In the second discussion, Socrates states that it is necessarily the case that a thing have 

only one antonym. Consequently, σοφία and σωφροσύνη are identical because the same 

thing is their opposite, namely "thoughtlessness" (ἀφροσύνη). Protagoras agrees very 

reluctantly to that specious argument.23  

     Socrates recapitulates the conclusions of the prior discussions: "Then σωφροσύνη and 

σοφία would be one? And before that, we saw that δικαιοσύνη and ὁσιότης were 

virtually the same."  

     The subsequent discussion (333b7–335c7) has been interpreted as an ultimately 

aborted attempt by Socrates to prove that δικαιοσύνη is the same as σωφροσύνη.24 The 

text suggests otherwise. As stated, the word δικαιοσύνη does not occur in this passage; 

ἀδικία and cognates occur five times. Socrates predicts that it is now the turn of 

Protagoras himself to submit to being tested. The sophist discountenances such an 

examination, alleging that it would be displeasing, but eventually agrees to answer. 

                                                             
     23 The antonym of σωφροσύνη is ἁκολασία at Gorg. 504d9, 507d1–2, Resp. 2.364a2–3 and  

3.404e3–5; the antonym of σωφροσύνη is μανία at Phdr. 241a3–4, 244d3, 256b6, 323b4–5, and Resp. 

9.573b4. Sanity is prior in being and a necessary condition for exercising self-discipline.  

               24 Cf. Schleiermacher 1836: 87: "Socrates . . . forces from him (sc. Protagoras) in a second 

course the confession that discretion (sc. σωφροσύνη) also and wisdom must be identical, and 

at length is on the point of proving the same of justice (sc. that δικαιοσύνη is identical with 

σωφροσύνη), when Protagoras violently starting off in order to break the thread, brings 

forward a long, but exclusively empirical discussion upon the nature of the Good"; Grote 

1888: 2,280: "Meanwhile . . . Sokrates pursues his examination, with intent to prove that justice 

(δικαιοσύνη) and moderation (σωφροσύνη) are identical";  Adam and Adam 1893: 136; 

Sullivan 1961: 16; Allen 1970: 95; Vlastos 1972/1981: 416, n. 1/221, n. 1; Guthrie 1975: 4,218; 

Taylor 1976: 131; D. Frede 1986: 732; M. Frede 1992: xxvi; Manuwald 1999: 271; Denyer 2008: 

132; Shaw 2015: 81.  
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Socrates asks Protagoras "whether it seems to you that an unjust man might exercise 

σωφροσύνη, while committing injustice?" (ἆρά τίς σοι δοκεῖ ἀδικῶν ἄνθρωπος 

σωφρονεῖν, ὅτι ἀδικεῖ;). Protagoras replies "I would be ashamed to agree, although 

there are many who say that." The received opinion of that exchange is that Protagoras 

disagrees25 with the proposition. But the sophist has already approvingly cited, in the 

Great Speech, the view that he is now ashamed to call his own: ". . . if it is known that 

someone is ἄδικος, and if he says the truth about himself before others, what was 

deemed to be σωφροσύνη elsewhere, here is insanity: everyone agrees that all must say 

they are δίκαιοι whether they are so or not  . . . ."  

                   Socrates repeats the question: "Do some men seem to you to be σώφρων, while    

             practicing ἀδικία?"              

                      Protagoras: Ἔστω, ἔφη ["Let it be so!"]. The sophist affirms the proposition 

                hypothetically.        

      Socrates: "And you agree that exercising prudence (σωφρονεῖν) is the same as 

practicing good sense?" (εὖ φρονεῖν). 

               Protagoras: Ἔφη. The sophist affirms this in his own voice.     

      Socrates: "And that εὖ φρονεῖν is (sc. the same as) εὖ βουλεύεσθαι [planning 

well], while practicing ἀδικία?" 

      Protagoras: Ἔστω, ἔφη.          

Eὐβουλία is surely what Protagoras teaches (cf. 318e5), but the reappearance of the 

condition "while practicing ἀδικία" forces him, again, to answer hypothetically. Socrates' 

repetition, retraction, and reinsertion of the damning phrase drives the sophist to frame 

his answers alternatively in the third person hypothetical or first person indicative. That is 

                                                             
                        25 Cf. Adam and Adam 1893: 137; Nestle 1910: 97; Ritter 1910: 1,322;  Pohlenz 1913: 99, n.3;     

                  Vlastos 1956: viii; Sprague 1967: 2; Guthrie 1975: 4,218; Manuwald 1999: 272. An exception is  

                  Friedländer 1957: 2,16. He poses this question: "Aber wenn Protagoras sich nun herbeiläßt die  

                  Meinung (sc. that ἀδικία and σωφροσύνη are compatible) der Vielen gesprachsweise zu  

                  vertreten, so wird man sich fragen, ob er sie nicht auch im Erneste vertreten könnte." 
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embarassingly revelatory of Protagoras’ private opinion that ἀδικία and σωφροσύνη are 

compatible.  

   Socrates lobs him a soft ball: Πότερον, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ, εἰ εὖ πράττουσιν ἀδικοῦντες ἢ εἰ 

κακῶς; ["Which is it?" I asked. "If those acting unjustly are faring well or if ill?"]. The 

syntax permits Protagoras to reply simply εἰ εὖ ["If (sc. acting unjustly), (sc. faring) well"], 

thereby obscuring whether he is affirming the transgressive proposition in propria voce or 

hypothesizing it.  

   Protagoras' private opinion that ἀδικία and σωφροσύνη are compatible is now 

sufficiently established, so further inquiry on Socrates' part would serve no purpose. 

Socrates changes the subject asking "Do you affirm that good things (ἀγαθά) exist . . . and 

that they are useful to humankind?" Protagoras replies with an oath that good things do 

not exist exclusively for humankind. Socrates notes that the sophist seemed quite 

exasperated and antagonistic and set against answering any more questions. Socrates 

proceeds more cautiously than before and asks for clarification regarding the role of 

ἀγαθά. The sophist delivers a speech on different kinds of ἀγαθά. One kind of ἀγαθά is 

useful to one species of animal, but harmful to another species, for example, good and 

useful for horses, bad for cattle.        

   Another kind of ἀγαθά is useful to one part of a man or animal or plant, but harmful 

to another part of that species. Olive oil is an example of that kind of ἀγαθά, good on the 

outside of a man's body, inside the worst of evils (sc. when ill). All doctors forbid the sick 

to ingest olive oil, other than the smallest amount sprinkled on food, "just enough to 

quench the displeasure (ἡ δυσχέρεια) of the sensations in the nostrils that occur (sc. when 

a sick man eats) porridges and sauces." The invalid's nausea at the smell and taste of food 

is handily relieved by drizzling a small amount of oil on it. Unlike unremitting and 

excruciating pain, or good pain that results, afterwards, in greater pleasure, easily 

mitigated nasal displeasure is a pain that is neither good nor bad. Protagoras' δυσχέρεια 

at Socrates' harsh treatment is a pain of that kind.  
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  By analogy, there is likely another kind of ἀγαθά, omitted by Protagoras, that is useful 

to one member of a species, but harmful to another of the same species, as when one 

human profitably practices ἀδικία against another human with impunity, thanks to her 

concommitant exercise of σωφροσύνη. Or, on a larger stage, good things that are useful to 

a σώφρων tyrant and his circle, but harmful to those he rules, the fruit of ἀδικία exercised 

with σωφροσύνη.      

The sophist has eluded the cast of Socrates' net by delivering a well-received speech.    

Socrates protests: Protagoras should give measured answers. But this is the man whose 

motto is that man is the measure of all things. The sophist's metrics are infinitely elastic, 

except for money. He asks whether his answers should be tailored to suit him or Socrates. 

Socrates tries another approach: if the sophist will not agree regarding the middle or mean 

of the yardstick for measuring answers, perhaps he can be flattered into agreement about 

its ends. Praising Protagoras as able not only to speak more tersely than anyone else on 

the same subject, but interminably as well, Socrates asks him to exercise the former talent. 

Protagoras insists that he will not be ordered about.          

These glimpses of the sophist’s private opinion and counsel regarding the 

compatability of ἀδικία and σωφροσύνη in ruling over others indicates that Protagoras' 

teaching is unfit to consume. Socrates declares that it is no longer his ἔργον26 [work] to 

continue the conversation. He gets up to go but is prevailed upon to stay. 

 

      2. Protagoras’ and Socrates’ interpretations of Simonides’ poem (338e–347a) 

Afterwards, Protagoras extolls literary criticism and expert reading as the greatest share  

of a gentleman’s education and launches into a criticism of a well known poem of  

Simonides (PMG 542).27 He judges it flawed, alleging that its author in his attempt to  

overthrow a wise saying by Pittacus contradicts himself.  

                                                             
     26 This is the mid-point of the dialogue: slightly more than 27 Stephanus pages separate 335b2 

(οὐκέτι ἐμὸν ἔργον) from the beginning of the Protagoras and from its end. 

                                27 Page 1962: 282.  
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     The proposition Simonides offers and that he ascribes to Pittacus seem to turn on  

different meaning of γενέσθαι and ἔμμεναι, the latter an alternate form of εἶναι.  

Γενέσθαι expresses the imperfective aspect and may be translated "to become," whereas  

ἔμμεναι, expresses the perfective aspect and may be translated "to be."  

      Socrates reports that those present praised Protagoras' criticism and that he too was  

overwhelmed by it. Socrates turns to his putative teacher Prodicus who states  

authoritatively that γενέσθαι and εἶναι do not mean the same thing. So it seems that  

Protagoras, Socrates and everyone else were oblivious to the semantic difference  

between γενέσθαι and εἶναι until Prodicus enlightened them.  

     Protagoras' rejoinder to the semantic distinction Prodicus confirms is quite off the  

point. He defends Simonides' notion that it is difficult to become truly good which  

proposition no one has contested: "Great would be the ignorance of the poet, if he  

calls it such a slight matter to possess virtue, which is the hardest thing in the world, as  

all men agree."  

     Socrates rejects Protagoras's claim to be an expert reader of poetry and vaunts himself  

as an expert reader possessing the skill of genuine literary criticism that the sophist  

lacks, thanks to Prodicus' teaching. Socrates goes on to provides a burlesque  

interpretation of the poem with his teacher's connivance.28 The word χαλεπόν [difficult]  

is assigned a new meaning κακόν [bad] which Protagoras rejects out of hand. Faced with  

Protagoras' authoritative definition of the conventional meaning of χαλεπόν, Socrates  

backtracks and admits that he and Prodicus were joking. Socrates defends Simonides  

with a number of very dubious arguments which in their absurdity represent insincerity  

on Socrates' part suggestive of his argument at 332a4–333 that σοφία and σωφροσύνη  

are identical.  

 

The significance of the philosophical apothegm (342de)     

                                                             
      28 The sophist Prodicus' connivance against Protagoras may reflect professional malice.  

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3579453



 16 

Inserted in the burlesque interpretation is an anecdote purporting to explan how 

φιλοσοφία originated in Sparta. Socrates references the historical existence of wise 

sayings of the Seven Sages written on the walls of the temple of Apollo at Delphi. He 

recounts how the Seven Sages, and others even nowadays, were aware of the wisdom of 

the Spartans, and the Cretans, and wished to imitate them. It seems that the Spartans 

practice philosophy in secret, whilst feigning the state of being ignorant rustics. As proof 

of his assertions, Socrates invents a typical conversation with a stupid Spartan (342d6–

e4): "For if one is willing to engage in conversation with the meanest of Spartans, 

generally as the conversation proceeds, one will find that he (sc. the Spartan) seems to be 

a mean fellow, then at some point or another in the conversation, he lets fly a 

noteworthy remark, brief and compact, like a skilled javelin thrower, so that his 

interlocuter appears no better than a child." The wise saying of the Spartan is said to be 

"a brief and compact remark worth noting." That formulation is echoed a few lines on in 

characterizing utterances of the Seven Sages as "concise remarks worthy of mention." 

The belief in antiquity that wise men might be recognized in their wisdom by gnomic 

utterances of profound thoughts,29 a belief reflected in the fact that those wise sayings 

were accepted as such, as the text reports (γράψαντες ταῦτα ἃ δὴ πάντες ὑμνοῦσιν 

[343b2–3]), is passed over in silence by commentators who would likely dismiss the 

existence of true statements or wise sayings as illusory. This passage is meant to prime 

the reader to be on the alert for a wise saying. 

     Whether or not Protagoras' criticism of Simonides is justified is much debated by  

commentators or, for that matter, determining what Simonides is really saying.30 What  

role in the dialogue as a whole does the Simonides' interlude play? There are two  

striking resemblances between the Simonides episode and Socrates' demonstration at  

                                                             
               29 Cf. August. Conf. 7.19 ". . . at one time, to put forth wise thoughts in words, at another, to 

remain silent" (nunc proferre per signa sapientes sententias, nunc esse in silentio). 

     30 For surveys of commentators' views on those questions, cf. Beresford (2009) 189, n. 8; 193, n. 

16. 
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359a2–360d5 of his replacement of Protagoras definition of ἀνδρεία.  Socrates informed  

us that Simonides' motivation to overthrow Pitticus' wise saying was personal, namely 

that he might take Pittacus' place among the Seven Sages. Socrates' overthrow of 

Protagoras' wise saying about ἀνδρεία is likewise personally motivated by his intention 

to preserve his friendship with Hippocrates. (Otherwise, Hippocrates who wishes to be 

made wise by the sophist, upon hearing Protagoras' wise saying, would act on his 

intention and abandon family and friends in order to associate with the sophist). 

Whether or not Simonides' argument against Pitticus was sound remains unclear for lack 

of a genuine expert reader of an opaque song. On the other hand, Socrates' overthrow at 

359a2–360d5 of Protagoras' wise saying about ἀνδρεία must be read correctly if the 

meaning of the Protagoras is to coalesce. 

     

3. Protagoras' wise saying and its aftermath (348d–359a) 

   The poetry criticisms end. Socrates subjects Protagoras to another round of harsh 

invective. Socrates goes on to emphasize the collaborative aspect of philosophical 

inquiry (348d3–4):  

 

       When one is alone and thinks about something, straightway he goes about seeking a      

       man, until he should come upon him, to whom he might demonstrate (sc. the  

       thought) and, with that man, ascertain (sc. whether it be true or false).     

                                                                                                                                                                   

An instance of such a collaboration takes place at 314c3–8, when Socrates and 

Hippocrates, in front of Kallias' house, pause to discuss an unidentified topic "until we 

agreed with one another." 

   After stipulating that serious inquiry be collaborative, Socrates acknowledges the 

charm of conversation with the top sophist of the time, and calls for a rerun of their initial 

inquiry about ἀρετή. He reproduces, verbatim, Protagoras’s opinion about the parts of 

ἀρετή. The sophist readjusts the opinions he is prepared to defend. Conceding now that 
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four of the parts  of ἀρετή are fairly close to one another (ἐπιεικῶς παραπλήσια 

ἀλλήλοις), the sophist maintains that ἀνδρεία is an outlier, and that it often cohabits 

with vice (349d6–8): "You will find many who are quite unjust (ἄδικοι) and impious 

(ἀνόσιοι) and undisciplined (ἀκόλαστοι) and uneducated (ἀμαθεῖς), but are 

exceptionally ἀνδρεῖοι (sc. on the battlefield)."31 The well-travelled sophist knows the 

world. Socrates at the dramatic date of the Protagoras had not yet fought abroad, or 

observed the behavior of off-duty soldiers in bivouac.     

     Socrates marshalls his thoughts about ἀνδρεία, the part of ἀρετή that did not figure in 

the three earlier comparisons between the parts of ἀρετή. Asked whether brave men 

(ἀνδρεῖοι) are bold (θαρραλέοι), Protagoras agrees. It is then established that ἀρετή is 

entirely a fine thing with no admixture of baseness. Base acts of anger-fed or insane 

boldness are excluded from being instances of ἀνδρεία because, as ἀνδρεία is a part of 

ἀρετή, it does not admit of baseness. Socrates asks if the sophist has seen men boldly 

diving into wells. Protagoras names those men, they are professional divers. Socrates 

asks whether they dive boldly because they have learned and know how to dive (sc. 

safely), or because of something else.  

           Protagoras states that it is because they have learned that skill. And similarly for 

cavalrymen and for light-infantry armed with javelins. Protagoras also notes that training 

makes such men bolder than before they were trained.32 That fact Socrates knows from 

                                                             
     31 The Athenian stranger makes the same point at Leg. 1.630b3–8. in quoting and paraphrasing 

Tyrtaeus: ". . . in the war of which Tyrtaeus speaks there are vast numbers of mercenaries ready to 

die fighting 'with well-planted feet apart,' of whom the majority, with but few exceptions, prove 

themselves reckless (θρασεῖς), unjust (ἄδικοι), violent (ὑβρισταί) and pre-eminently foolish 

(ἀφρονέστατοι) (translation of Bury [1926] 1.21)." 

     32 Cf. Nicias' remark at La. 182c5–7 that "(sc. acquiring) the science (sc. of fighting in heavy 

armor) would in no small measure make every man bolder (θαρραλεώτερον) and braver 

(ἀνδρειότερον) in warfare than he is."  
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personal experience, for he had trained in his branch of the military,33 and noticed that he 

had become a bolder hoplite than before he had trained. 

     Socrates asks whether the sophist has also seen men untrained in all those life-risking 

activities, but acting boldly in each of them. Protagoras in fact has seen extremely bold 

men of that sort. Socrates asks if those bold fellows are brave (ἀνδρεῖοι). Protagoras 

rejects that characterization, for naming men who act with insane recklessness brave 

would make ἀνδρεία a shameful thing.                

     Protagoras agrees that the brave are bold. Socrates goes on to say:  

 

      On the one hand, are there those (sc. as you just said) who are bold, but not brave, 

and manifestly insane (ἀλλὰ μαινόμενοι φαίνονται)? On the other hand, are there 

others most wise (σοφώτατοι) (sc. in their trained expertise as divers, cavalrymen 

and peltasts), who are the  boldest (θαρραλεώτατοι), and (sc. those trained experts 

who are) the boldest are the bravest (ἀνδρειότατοι)? And, according to that 

argument, would (sc. not) σοφία be ἀνδρεία? 

               

     Socrates expresses his thoughts in a less than precise language that suggests he might be 

committing an illicit conversion. Protagoras fears lest that illicit conversion be incorrectly 

ascribed to him. For the sophist, if the brave are the bold, it does not follow that the bold 

are the brave. The ambiguity of his imprecise language aside, Socrates’ equation of 

bravery and wisdom is open to this objection. Being brave is prior in being and a 

necessary condition for enrolling in and completing a course of training for a dangerous 

profession, and becoming wise therein. Cowards do not seek to become professional 

divers. Did Socrates not realize that he himself was brave before learning the science of the 

hoplite? 

           Socrates stated at 310d2–3 that Hippocrates possesses ἀνδρεία. The young man 

expressed his desire to acquire wisdom in joking that Protagoras has wronged him by 
                                                             

                           33 How Socrates managed to train as a hoplite is unknown. Cf. van Wees 2004: 55, 94. 
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being the only wise man and not making him one. Already brave, Hippocrates’ yearning 

for σοφία is a real life refutal of Socrates' assertion that bravery and wisdom are the same 

thing. As it is Socrates who recounts all this, he should be aware of that counterfactual 

condition. It seems that the storyline requires Socrates to err here so as to provide 

antithesis to thesis, the latter Protagoras’ forthcoming argument that cumulates with the 

wise saying about ἀνδρεία.    

         The sophist rejects Socrates' equation of ἀνδρεία and σοφία at 350c4–5 and proposes a      

    definition of ἀνδρεία at 351b1–2. The steps of his reasoning are these. He notes that  

    physical strength (ἰσχύς) permits the exercise of power (δύναμις). Further, that absent      

    innate physical strength, power may also issue from a honorable (καλόν) expertise, or  

    from base (αἰσχρόν) insanity or base anger of those whose expertise, or state of insanity,  

    or transient anger permits them to exceed their physical limitations. He returns to the  

    subject of physical strength. In light of the real world fact that innately strong young boys  

    perfect that gift under the tutelage of gym masters, the sophist observes that "ἰσχύς  

    comes from nature and its good nurture (εὐτροφία) in bodies." Finally, Protagoras infers  

    that the αἰτία [origin] and perfection of ἀνδρεία is analogous to that of ἰσχύς, stating that  

    "ἀνδρεία comes from nature, and from its good nurture in souls." The remark is     

    expressed in eight words of Greek, brief so as to recall Socrates’ anecdote about the pithy  

    remark of the stupid Spartan who so flustered his interlocuter with an unexpected ῥῆμα  

    [saying]. I submit that Protagoras' definition of ἀνδρεία is an apothegm or wise saying. A  

    passage in the Republic confirms that reading.34 At Resp. 4.429d4 et seq. Socrates locates  

    martial ἀνδρεία in a subset of citizens, fewer than the number of metal workers; those are  

    the guardian-soldiers of the Just City. The nature and nurture of those chosen to be  

    guardian soldiers is likened to naturally white wool that dyers pick out from variously  

    colored wools, and by means of a complex procedure, imbue with fast colors that do 

                                                             
     34 Cf. also Leg. 12.963e5–6: "for without λόγος ἀνδρεία in the soul comes from nature" (ἄνευ 

γὰρ λόγου καὶ φύσει γίγνεται ἀνδρεία ψυχή) which proposition agrees with Protagoras' 

definition of ἀνδρεία at 351b1-2 and contradicts Socrates' definition of ἀνδρεία at 360d4–5. 
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    not fade even when scoured by harsh detergent. The steadfastness of the guardian- 

    solders is like the color fastness of that dyed wool.        

      The particulars of Socrates’ characterization of ἀνδρεία are these (Resp. 4.429e8–430a4): 

             

         . . . and when we choose (sc. those likely to become) soldiers (στρατιῶται) . . .  

         educated through music and gymnastics . . . persuaded that the νόμοι [laws] are the  

         finest things . . . their ὀρθὴ δόξα35 [correct opinion] regarding the dreadful things (τὰ  

         δεινά) and the other things (τὰ ἄλλα) is made colorfast . . . and possessing such a gift of  

         nature, and it having received its appropriate nurture . . . this I name and set down to be  

         ἀνδρεία. 

 

  The Greek of the emphasized phrase above—διὰ τὸ τήν τε φύσιν καὶ τὴν τροφὴν 

ἐπιτηδείαν ἐσχηκέναι—echoes the sophist's characterization of ἀνδρεία in the 

Protagoras—ἀνδρεία δὲ ἀπὸ φύσεως καὶ εὐτροφίας τῶν ψυχῶν γίγνεται—in thought 

and vocabulary.36  The reprise of Protagoras' observation in the Protagoras that Socrates 

had heard when he was a young man is asserted authoritatively37 in the Republic, 

warranting that 351b1–2 is a wise saying. 

                                                             
     35 Ὀρθὴ δόξα concerning the dreadful things is not about recognizing phenomenal δεινά as 

such, or noticing their absence; rather it is the ground of ὀρθὴ πρᾶξις [correct practice] in 

facing dire circumstances.    

     36 Manuwald 1999:377 denies that Rep. 4.429e8–430a4 and 351b1–2 express the same thought 

about the same thing. His view is that despite their shared vocabulary, Socrates in the Republic 

and Protagoras in the Protagoras are talking about different kinds of ἀνδρεία. Socrates often 

uses different words to name the same or almost the same thing. For example, σοφία, νοῦς 

and φρόνησις are closely related in meaning. On the other hand, to use the same word to 

name different things would be a recipe for confusion. The sophist brothers at Euthy. 275d3–

277d7 exploit the two different meanings of the verb μανθάνειν in order to confuse the young 

Kleinias. 

     37 Rep. 4.430b2: ἀνδρείαν ἔγωγε καλῶ καὶ τίθεμαι. 
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      Conversely, in the Laches, Nicias reproduces Socrates’ definition of ἀνδρεία in the 

Protagoras, which replaces Protagoras’. Nicias asserts, at La. 194e–195a, that ἀνδρεία is 

the ἐπιστήμη (σοφία in the Protagoras) of dreadful and benign circumstances in war 

and elsewhere. Socrates, again in the Laches, observes that τὰ δεινά cause fear, and that 

fear is the expectation of a future evil. Thus Nicias’ notion is open to the objection that 

his ἐπιστήμη of τὰ δεινά concerns only the future, whereas if ἀνδρεία were an 

ἐπιστήμη, it would bear on past, present, and future alike, as sciences do. Socrates gets 

Nicias to acknowledge, at La. 199e12, that he does not know what ἀνδρεία is. The fact 

that Nicias’ definition of ἀνδρεία, refuted by Socrates in Laches, and subsequently 

withdrawn by Nicias, is the same as that of Socrates in the Protagoras argues against 

the latter. 

      But what if the Republic and/or the Laches had not survived? Is it possible to assess the 

respective merits of Protagoras' and Socrates' sayings about ἀνδρεία in the Protagoras 

itself, aside the external evidence cited above? Protagoras' saying changes the tenor of the 

conversation. This is the story so far. The sophist guardedly alluded, at 316c5–d2, to his 

existentially dangerous role as consigliere to political adventurers,38 was pressured by 

Socrates into publicly offering that service at 318e5–a2 and, as it seems, condones and 

counsels the pairing of ἀδικία with σωφροσύνη in ruling over others. But Socrates' friend 

Hippocrates does not desire rule over others, he desires to be made wise. If the wise 

saying stands—it may be presumed that the young man recognizes it as such (cf. 343b2–

3)—it will necessarily39 draw Hippocrates to follow after its author, thus dissolving his 

friendship with Socrates. 

      Immediately upon the sophist delivering the wise saying, Socrates changes the subject.40 

He asks the sophist if, in living one’s life pleasantly (ἡδέως) until one dies, one lives well 

                                                             
                         38 Cf. Morrison 1941: 14–16. 

     39 That strict causality may be allowed to be operative in a work of literature.  

     40 Cf. Taylor 2003/2008: 149/266: "Socrates abruptly begins a new argument designed to force       

Protagoras to accept the identity of courage with wisdom, which he finally does at360d–e." 
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(εὖ), in which case living pleasantly is a good thing, and painfully a bad thing. In 

affirming that proposition, Protagoras adds the stipulation that the pleasant things that 

such a man enjoys must be honorable things (τὰ καλά), not base things, if they are to be 

good things. The coincidence of the attributes καλόν, ἀγαθόν and ἡδύ in a well-lived life, 

established at this point, is reprised later at 360a3, where Protagoras is led to agree that the 

ἀνδρεῖοι go willingly into battle because doing so is personally honorable, a good thing in 

that the city whose army prevails is preserved, and pleasurable. 

     Socrates wonders why the polloi lack appetitive self-control, and err in indulging in the 

immediate pleasures of food, drink and sex without regard for the consequent pains of  

poverty and sickness.                                                                                                                                                              

Socrates proposes that there are two kinds of pleasures and two kinds of pain. 

Protagoras realizes that the unpleasantnesses Socrates has been visiting on him are 

instances of a third kind of pain, like the nasal distress of the invalid (334b7–c6), not good, 

but tolerable because prospectively short term, and not bad as is excruciating and 

unremitting physical pain. Distinguishing between pains has made Protagoras personally 

safer (ἀσφαλέστερον) throughout his life. His amendment to Socrates' theory is also 

ἀσφαλέστερον in that it improves the theory.41 As it seems to the sophist, who is feeling 

the third kind of pain, it saves the phenomena. 

      In view of his contribution to the previous discussion, namely his wise saying about 

ἀνδρεία, Protagoras expects to continue playing an active role in a new discussion. He 

recalls Socrates' stipulation, at 348d3–4, that an inquiry be pursued collaboratively: "As 

you often say, Socrates, let us look at it, and if the pleasant and the good are the same, we 

will agree, if not, then we will dispute" [351e3–6]). Socrates replies "Do you intend to lead 

the σκέψις, or am I to lead?" Protagoras courteously accedes to Socrates' intention to lead. 

Up to the point when Protagoras delivered his wise saying, the σκέψις was a vehicle of 

                                                             
      41 Cf. Pl. Plt. 262b6: "it is ἀσφαλέστερον, in applying diaeresis to a category, to cut through the       

middle." 
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honest collaborative inquiry. The stipulation that inquiry be collaborative is now 

abandoned; a new protocol of leader and follower is imposed. Protagoras is summarily 

demoted from collaborating interlocuter to consenting auditor.            

                       Socrates commences an imaginary conversation with the polloi. He taxes them for not    

 privileging ἐπιστήμη in making life-style choices, as he and Protagoras do; instead their 

notion is that pleasure overcomes them. Protagoras objects that the opinions of the polloi 

are not worthy of serious inquiry. Socrates reminds the sophist of their new arrangement: 

I lead, you follow. Socrates promises that examining the opinions of the polloi will help 

find out about ἀνδρεία (ἐξευρεῖν περὶ ἀνδρείας), that said as though Protagoras had not 

just delivered a wise saying about it. 

      The theory of the hedonic calculus is that pleasures are good, pains bad, unless 

contrary consequences outweigh them; in that case, the former become bad, the latter 

good. The lengthy hedonic calculus demonstration concludes with Socrates evoking an 

unidentified ἐπιστήμη to measure the pleasures of food, drink and sex against the pains 

of poverty and illness. The sophists’ ready acquiescence to Socrates’ proposal that they 

teach such an ἐπιστήμη is likely motivated by the pleasant prospect of enrolling 

additional students. 

     Socrates urges the polloi to send their children to sophists to be taught an ἐπιστήμη    

                that Hippocrates’ disciplined lifestyle indicates he already possesses. Socrates chides the 

polloi for being close-pursed and reluctant to fund sophists. In contrast, Socrates spoke of 

Hippocrates' apparent intention to spend his own and his friends’ money freely to pay 

Protagoras’ tuition (310e1–2). For Plato, liberality is token of a noble disposition in young 

men.42 

 

4. The overthrowing of Protagoras' wise saying (359a–360e) 

The sophist is ordered to defend the proposition that ignorance (ἀμαθία) and ἀνδρεία are  

compatible. (Protagoras had observed  at  349d6–8 that ἀμαθία is often a vice of brave  

                                                             
                       42 Cf. Tht. 144d2–3.   
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soldiers). Socrates will reprise that term in the formulation of the replacement definition of  

                ἀνδρεία. Propositions previously agreed to by Protagoras "prove" Socrates’ replacement 

faux-wise saying. Firstly, that the attributes ἀγαθόν, ἡδύ and καλόν characterize the well-

lived life. Second, that all should pursue pleasure and avoid pain by employing an 

unidentified ἐπιστήμη for measuring one against the other. 

             These are the steps through which Socrates forces the sophist to affirm, albeit  

                reluctantly, a replacement definition of ἀνδρεία. Asked whether cowards go after τὰ 

θαρραλέα ["things that allow boldness"43], and whether ἀνδρεῖοι go towards τὰ δεινά, 

Protagoras expresses the conventional opinion, that cowards run away from battle, 

ἀνδρεῖοι the reverse. 

     Protagoras is asked whether ἀνδρεῖοι go into battle expecting to confront dreadful  

circumstances. The sophist considers that impossible, having agreed, at 351b4–c1, that one  

lives well in avoiding pain, that a pleasurable life is good, but enduring in pain is bad.  

Accordingly, by going into battle, ἀνδρεῖοι show that they do not expect to endure pain   

nor consider war to be terrible.  

     Socrates goes on to say "and yet all men go also to meet what they can face boldly,  

whether cowardly or brave, and in this respect cowardly and brave go to meet the same  

things."44 That observation seems to refer to undertakings that allow boldness in doing 

them, where the distinction between cowards and ἀνδρεῖοι would not apply. Protagoras 

is apparently not interested in undangerous endeavors or activities. The sophist reverts 

to the earlier topic, saying that cowards are unwilling (sc. to go into battle), whereas 

ἀνδρεῖοι (sc. go) willingly. Socrates observes that going into battle is an honorable 

(καλόν) act on the part of the soldier and a good thing (ἀγαθόν) in that it preserves the 

city whose army prevails.       

              Asked for the identity of those unwilling to go into battle, though it be honorable and  

         good, Protagoras again names the cowards. 

                                                             
                        43 Translation of Lamb (1924) 249. 

      44 Translation of Lamb (1924) 249. 
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     To καλόν and ἀγαθόν, which coextensively inform the act of going into battle,     

Socrates now adds the attribute ἡδύ in that good and pleasant are equivalent. 

Protagoras agrees that ἀνδρεῖοι believe that going into battle is good, honorable 

and pleasant. But Socrates placed "military campaigns" (στρατεῖας) in the list of 

good pains at 354a4–7.45 Going into battle is not pleasant. That counterfactual 

condition to the present argument goes unnoticed by the sophist. Socrates observes 

that ἀνδρεῖοι do not fear shameful fears, nor confidently engage in shameful 

activities. And for cowards, it is the opposite. The cause for the latter's behavior is 

said to be their ἄγνοια [unawareness] and ἀμαθία [ignorance]. 

    Socrates finally produces the replacement definition. It is expressed as a ratio or  

proportion: the ignorance (ἀμαθία) of dreadful circumstances (τὰ δεινά) and 

benign circumstances (τὰ μὴ δεινά) is to cowardice as the σοφία of dreadful and 

benign circumstances are to ἀνδρεία.   

      Socrates badgers the sophist to affirm the replacement definition over and over 

again. Protagoras is incrementally reduced to silence. After Protagoras falls silent, 

Socrates badgers the sophist for not answering. That is unpleasant.46         

                                                             
45 Socrates characterizes gymnastic exercise, military campaigns, and medical therapy as good 

pains, listing them in order of increasing painfulness. He goes on to name the pleasures which the 

aforementioned good pains produce: "health, bodily fitness, the city preserved, rule over others, 

and wealth" (354b3‒5). Two pairs of pleasures are named, before and after the historical 

watershed of cities established and preserved thanks to victorious military campaigns. In the 

initial pair, "health" and "bodily fitness," the former is prior in being and a necessary condition for 

the latter: without being healthy, it is impossible to acquire and preserve bodily fitness by 

engaging in sports and gymnastics. In historical times, victorious albeit painful military 

campaigns preserve cities and the pleasures they afford. The order in which the last pleasures are 

named reflects the fact that rule over others is coeval with the establishment of cities, prior in 

being, and a necessary condition for the accumulation of wealth in time under the aegis of the city 

(cf. Thuc. 1.11.1–3; 1.13.1). 

     46 Vlastos (1956) xxiv notes Socrates' harsh treatment of the sophist: "And his handling of  
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  Socrates' final interrogatory (360e4–5) asks whether some men are both exceptionally 

brave (ἀνδρειότατοι) and exceptionally ignorant (ἀμαθέστατοι), as Protagoras asserted 

earlier at 349d8. The sophist, to gratify his interlocuter, as he says, replies that the 

proposition seems to him impossible if one has affirmed, as he has done as a consenting 

auditor, the propositions of the hedonic calculus demonstration. 

 

4. Socrates’ anecdote about Prometheus and Epimetheus (360e–361d) 

Socrates insists that he has been asking questions in order to examine every aspect of  

ἀρετή and, further, to investigate what ἀρετή, in and of itself, really is. And that bears on  

the question which he and Protagoras have both addressed at length: whether or not   

ἀρετή is teachable, Socrates initially holding the view that it is not teachable, Protagoras  

that it is taught by all to all. But, as Socrates says, they have traded to the other their  

initial opinions. The speeches themselves, laughing at their authors, explain the trade: in  

contrast to his initial opinion, Socrates latterly demonstrated his hedonic calculus theory  

(after Protagoras delivered the wise saying about ἀνδρεία), according to which the akrasia  

of the polloi may be overcome by an unidentified ἐπιστήμη of measurement. From which  

it was proved that ἀνδρεία is the σοφία of τὰ δεινά. Contrariwise, Protagoras first set it  

down that ἀρετή was teachable, but now seems as eager for the opposite, declaring that it  

has been found to be almost everything but ἐπιστήμη. The representation by the  

laughing speeches of that opinion is accurate in that Protagoras observed, at 329e5–6, that  

there are ἀνδρεῖοι who are unjust, and that there are many who are just but not σοφοί.  

From which it follows that all the parts of ἀρετή do not necessarily cohabit in a person.  

Further, that ἀρετή, which surely includes justice, cannot be reduced to ἐπιστήμη or    

σοφία, if it is a fact that many are not σοφοί yet practice justice as law-abiding citizens.  

Because of their topsy-turvy opinions on the teachability of ἀρετή, Socrates desires to  

examine the question once again. Except that he fears lest Epimetheus sabotage the  

inquiry. Addressing the sophist, he says "Prometheus, as you represent him in your  

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
 Protagoras is merciless, if not cruel."                                                                                                                                                             
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myth, suits me more than Epimetheus, and I am imitating Prometheus to the maximum." 

Prometheus’ doings, as recounted by Protagoras, follow the canonical tale: the Titan stole  

fire and technology from Hephaistos and Athena in order to preserve mankind, was  

brought to trial (κλοπῆς δίκη μετῆλθεν [ 322a2]), was convicted, and suffered cruel  

punishment. Socrates is preserving a friendship at risk by imitating Prometheus. After  

hearing the wise saying, he argues for a hedonic calculus that divides pain into two  

kinds: bad because painful, and good because productive, afterwards, of more pleasure  

than the original pain. But the division of pain into two kinds is belied by the reality of a  

third intermediate kind, neither good nor bad, as in the case of the invalid's displeasure  

when eating, and in Protagoras' repeated displeasure at the unpleasantnesses visited on  

him by Socrates. After Protagoras delivered the wise saying, the σκέψις ceased to be a  

collaborative inquiry as originally stipulated. There is the contradiction between the  

characterization of military campaigns as painful, at 354a4, and the fact that Protagoras is  

induced to affirm that the ἀνδρεῖοι, in going into battle, go towards what is more  

honorable, better and more pleasant (ἐπὶ τὸ κάλλιόν τε καὶ ἄμεινον καὶ ἥδιον [360a7– 

8]). Consider, also, that Aristotle found Socrates’ definition of ἀνδρεία as the science of  

τὰ δεινά in the Protagoras incoherent.47 The replacement definition of ἀνδρεία imposed  

on Protagoras, is intellectually fraudulent, amounting to crimes committed against logos,  

arguments contrived for the sake of preserving a friendship, comic analogues to  

Prometheus' crimes against Hephaistos and Athena, committed for the sake of preserving  

mankind, to  compare small to large.             

     What then would be Epimetheus' dire effect on the σκέψις? Just as Epimetheus was  

unconcerned with our preservation in the distribution (ἐν τῇ διανομῇ ἠμέλησεν ἡμῶν  

[361d1–2]), so would he be unconcerned whether the friendship between Socrates and  

Hippocrates endures, or the young man abandons family and friends to associate with  

Protagoras. Epimetheus' indifference in that matter permits an impartial objectivity.  

Socrates fears that objective Epimethean examination of the σκέψις would trip it up  

                                                             
                  47 Cf. Arist. Eth. Nic. 1116b3–8; Eth. Eud. 1229a13–16; 1230a5–11. 
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(σφήλῃ) and trick it (ἐξαπατήσας), in other words, negate its putative standing and  

negate the trickery of it being a set of specious arguments. The anecdote about  

Prometheus and Epimetheus represents Socrates' covert acknowledgment of the  

deception.48 

 

5. Protagoras’ lack of resentment and Socrates' departure (361d–362a) 

Protagoras declares that he is "least of all a resentful man" (φθονερός τε ἥκιστ'  

ἀνθρώπων). A remark in Laws suggests that the sophist has demonstrated such a  

disposition. At Leg. 5.730e1–731a3, the Athenian stranger observes that σωφροσύνη and  

φρόνησις are untransferable good things, meaning that those who possess them are  

unable to give them to another. The stranger goes on to speak of other good things that  

are transferable: Some who possess a valuable thing (κτῆμα) are able to share it with  

others, whilst keeping it for themselves. Others who possess a κτῆμα wish to share, but  

are unable to do so. And then there is the resentful man (τὸν δὲ φθονοῦντα), who is  

"unwilling that a commonality of good things with anyone else come to be through  

friendship." Accordingly, Protagoras, in delivering his wise saying, which is a valuable  

thing, shares in a friendly way, without resentment, a κτῆμα that he possesses. 

     After praising Socrates ("I would not be surprised were you to become one of those      

famous for wisdom"), Protagoras announces that the time has come to turn to something  

else.  

   The dialogue terminates with the phrase Ταῦτ’ εἰπόντες καὶ ἀκούσαντες ἀπῇμεν ["So 

having said and heard these things, we departed"]. The antecedent or antecedents of the 

plurals aside from Socrates are unnamed. It is not impossible that Socrates is referring 

                                                             
      48 It may be objected that overthrowing Protagoras’ wise saying with specious argument is  

 antithetical to Socrates’ canonical search for the truth. On the other hand, Protagoras was revealed  

 as an immoralist at 333b8–d8, making Hippocrates’ prospective association with the sophist a     

 questionable undertaking. I  note that Protagoras' wise saying is reprised in the Republic and in  

 the Laws. 
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here to the Athenian day visitors Critias, Charmides, the two sons of Pericles, Alcibiades, 

Phaedrus, and Eryximachos departing ensemble or serially. However, that vivid picture 

would contribute nothing to the storyline of the dialogue. There are two other instances 

of ἀπῇμεν in Plato. At Resp. 1.327b1, the antecedents of the plural verb in the phrase 

ἀπῇμεν πρὸς τὸ ἄστυ ["we departed for the city"] are known to be Socrates and Glaucon. 

At Euthy. 304b6–7, in the sentence preceding the phrase Ταῦτα, ὦ Κρίτων, καὶ ἄλλα 

ἄττα ἔτι βραχέα διαλεχθέντες ἀπῇμεν ["Having said these things, Crito, and some 

other brief remarks, we departed"], Socrates recounts that he asked that he and Kleinias 

be admitted to the sophtist brothers' school. Here too the antecedents of ἀπῇμεν are 

Socrates and a single companion, namely Kleinias. Those passages argue for the inference 

that the antecedents of ἀπῇμεν in the Protagoras are Socrates and a single companion, 

likely Hippocrates whom Socrates accompanied to Kallias' house to interview Protagoras. 

Hippocrates' departure with Socrates would indicate that he did not stay behind at 

Critias' house and enroll in the sophist's school thanks to the overthrow of Protagoras' 

wise saying.  

 

 

             Michael Eisenstadt                                                                                          Austin 
              mike.eisenstadt@gmail.com                                                                              
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