
		
			[image: Cover]
		

	
		

  
    
      Travaux d’Humanisme et Renaissance

      485

      Eric Macphail

      
        The Sophistic Renaissance

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: undescribed image]
          

        

        
          LIBRAIRIE DROZ S.A.

          11, rue Massot

          GENÈVE

        

        2011

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      Mentions légales

      Résumé

      The Sophistic Renaissance retrace la destinée des sophistes de la Grèce antique à l’époque de la Renaissance en Europe. Après avoir examiné la tradition textuelle et décrit la notoriété des sophistes dans les commentaires des humanistes, l’étude passe en revue et interroge un grand nombre de textes littéraires qui partagent l’impulsion sophiste à se délecter des arguments contraires et à exploiter la capacité du discours à se neutraliser lui-même et à ébranler toutes convictions dogmatiques.

      *
**

      Abstract

      The Sophistic Renaissance traces the fragmentary fortune of the ancient Greek sophists in the European Renaissance. After examining the textual tradition of the sophists from antiquity to the Renaissance and documenting their notoriety in humanist commentaries, the study surveys a broad range of literary texts that share the sophistic impulse to revel in opposing arguments and to exploit the capacity of speech to neutralize itself and to undermine all dogmatic convictions. The two authors who emerge as the champions of this relativistic Renaissance are Desiderius Erasmus and Michel de Montaigne. Ultimately, The Sophistic Renaissance seeks to put Erasmus and Montaigne in dialogue both with each other and with some of the most challenging and provocative voices of the classical past.
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INTRODUCTION

      In the preface to the eighth and final book of his Apophthegmata
, first published in the expanded edition of 1532, Desiderius Erasmus says that it is time to move from the philosophers to the sophists or, as the saying goes, from horses to asses.1
 This is a rather inauspicious beginning for a preface, whether his or mine. To talk about the sophists is to incur some social or moral stigma, to descend the chain of being, or simply to lower one’s sights. We begin our descent with the topos of the horse and the ass. Erasmus first collected the saying Ab equis ad asinos
 in the Adagiorum Collectanea
 of 1500 and subsequently it became adage 629 in the Adagiorum Chiliades
. Erasmus explains that the adage applies to those who suffer a professional demotion, say from philosopher to singer or theologian to grammarian, or else to those who endure a loss of social and economic status.2
 In either case, the second term is distinctly inferior to the first. The adage refers us, with an uncharacteristic economy of scholarship, to only one source, the letters of Procopius the Sophist. Erasmus knew these letters in the edition of Markos Mousouros for the Aldine anthology Epistolae diversorum philosophorum 
published in 1499, the year before the Collectanea 
appeared. In a letter addressed to a pair of correspondents, Sosianus and Iulius, the rhetor Procopius of Gaza, not to be confused with the nearly contemporary historian Procopius of Caesarea, narrates the circumstances in which he received his correspondents’ latest letter. He had just met an astrologer promising him unlooked- for good fortune when their letter arrived. He opened it eagerly, expecting tidings of sudden wealth, but all that he found was a contemptible reed, perhaps intended as a writing instrument. This discovery induced in him the proverbial sensation of going from horses to asses.3


      In the preface to the final book of the Apophthegmata
, Erasmus has adapted a proverbial expression of disappointment into an editorial apology for turning away from the philosophers and toward the sophists. In truth, the eighth book 
of Erasmus’ collection of famous sayings is quite miscellaneous, featuring just as many philosophers as sophists and offering only a meager selection of sayings from the original sophists of fifth-century Greece. Nevertheless, Erasmus’ preface casts his work as a microcosm of the history of philosophy, since he ostracizes the sophists from the main narrative and relegates them to a sort of appendix. The figure of speech that Erasmus uses to accomplish this ostracism, the proverb from horses to asses, seems ultimately to derive from the critique of rhetoric in Plato’s Phaedrus
. In the Phaedrus
, Socrates raises the fateful question of the relationship between rhetoric and truth. His interlocutor Phaedrus suggests that the orator’s goal of persuasion depends not on truth but on opinion or doxa
. Socrates puts the case of someone who persuades another that an ass is a horse when neither of them knows what a horse is (260B). In a similar manner, he claims, the orators persuade the ignorant citizens that bad is good, which is even worse than praising the shadow of an ass as if it were a horse (260C). The expression περὶ ὄνου σκιᾶϛ reappears in Erasmus as adage 252 De asini umbra 
with a complex genealogy that includes another letter of Procopius of Gaza. Socrates’ topic of the horse and the ass targets Athenian democracy and its use of rhetoric to reverse the values of good and bad. For Plato these values are incommensurate, as distinct from each other as two different species, but for the sophists they are interchangeable and contingent. If sophistic rhetoric can substitute an ass for a horse, it is only fair that Erasmus should portray the sophist as the ass and the philosopher as the horse. This may simply be a way of recognizing that the sophist can impersonate the philosopher, asinus pro equo
.

      The substitution of the ass for the horse resurfaces in an interesting document from Elizabethan England that testifies to the irresistible prestige of Plato’s portrayal of the sophists. In the 1570’s, John Rainolds delivered a series of lectures on Aristotle’s Rhetoric 
at Oxford University, and his remaining lecture notes form a continuous commentary on the first nine chapters of book one of the Rhetoric
, which has recently been edited by Lawrence Green.4
 The lecture on chapter six invokes the topos of the ass and the horse. Having established that the telos 
of deliberative rhetoric is to sympheron 
or the advantageous, Aristotle reasons that, since the advantageous is a good, the deliberative orator must know the definition of the good as well as the variety of things that are popularly regarded as good. These are the topics of deliberative rhetoric which he rehearses in chapter six of the first book of the Rhetoric
. It must be said that Aristotle lays himself wide open to suspicions of ethical relativism in this chapter when he argues that whatever is praised is good (1.6.24) or when he says that whatever 
each man’s mind determines to be good for him is good for him (1.6.2).5
 This latter formulation approximates Protagoras’ notorious saying that man is the measure of all things. This type of affinity arouses the indignation of the Oxford lecturer John Rainolds, who deplores what he sees here as Aristotle’s apostasy from Platonic orthodoxy. For Rainolds, Aristotle’s treatment of the ethical topics of rhetoric seems better suited to a flatterer, leno
, than to an orator, and he reminds us that Plato mocks flattering orators in the Gorgias
. In the Phaedrus
, he adds, Plato makes fun of those who substitute probability for truth, as if they would pass off an ass for a horse.6
 This phrase alludes both to the passage from the Phaedrus
 discussed above and to a later passage in the same dialogue where Socrates, reviewing the techniques of sophistic rhetoric, mentions Gorgias and Tisias, who recognized that probability is more honored than truth (267a6-7). Rainolds conflates these two passages so that the horse stands for truth, the province of the philosopher, while the ass is probability, the concern of the sophist. In this way he ratifies the categorical value judgment authorized by Plato in the effort to discredit the sophists.

      The sophists remain under the ban of Platonism, as far removed from truth as the ass is from the horse. And yet, the sophists and their corrosive relativism have never ceased to exercise a guilty fascination or simply an opportunistic allure on those who cultivate the art of speech. The Sophistic Renaissance
 proposes to account for both of these phenomena, both the infamy and the influence of the ancient Greek sophists in the European Renaissance from the fifteenth to the sixteenth centuries. The book is divided into two parts, which are further divided into six chapters.

      Part one is entitled The Fortune of the Sophists. We begin with the question, who were the sophists and what did the Renaissance know of them? Chapter one takes a bibliographical approach in order to identify what fragments of the sophists were known in what form at what time and to what audience from classical antiquity up to the early modern era of European history. Chapter two examines the collective reputation of the sophists bequeathed by antiquity to the Renaissance by focusing on the neo-Latin usage of sophista
, both in the commentary tradition, where Marsilio Ficino, Pier Vettori, and Marc Antoine Muret play leading roles, and in the controversies pitting humanists against scholastics, where Erasmus deploys his formidable polemical skills. This debate reminds us that those who speak against the sophists are not averse to speaking like the sophists, and in any transmission of a controversial legacy, the first impulse of the disciple is to repudiate the teacher.

      
For the humanists, the most creative and conspicuous legacy of ancient sophistic is the recognition of what I will call the antagonism of speech, or the capacity of speech to turn against itself so as to neutralize all dogmatic convictions. Part two examines this antagonism of speech under a series of headings that are coordinated with the most notorious paradoxes of the sophistic tradition. Chapter three, Speaking Against Speech, derives from a passage in Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria 
where the rhetor, in defense of rhetoric, deplores those who, like Plato in the Gorgias
, use eloquence to discredit eloquence. In his early sixteenth-century commentary on Quintilian, the Erasmian humanist Petrus Mosellanus compares this ancient controversy to the late fifteenth-century epistolary debate between Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and Ermolao Barbaro on the scholastic Latin prose style. This chapter reads Pico’s letter, Barbaro’s reply, and Angelo Poliziano’s editorial commentary in light of the sophists’ fascination with the power of speech to stand against itself and to derive its persuasive force from the counter speeches which it provokes. The chapter also looks at the essay “De la vanité des paroles” (I,51) where Montaigne, like Plato and Pico before him, harnesses the forces of eloquence against eloquence.

      The next chapter, entitled The Truth of Opposites, studies the Renaissance heritage of Protagoras of Abdera, who taught that there are two speeches on every subject opposed to each other and who founded the techne antilogike 
or antilogic. After reviewing the principle ancient testimony to Protagorean antilogic and tracing some genealogical lines of transmission from ancient texts to Renaissance readers, the chapter looks at three paradigmatic episodes of Renaissance antilogic. The first involves the humanist genre of the letter as exemplified by Poliziano’s dedicatory epistle to Piero de’ Medici of his Libri epistolarum 
and Erasmus’ dedicatory epistle to William Blount, Lord Mountjoy of the Adagiorum collectanea 
or the first edition of the Adages. The second involves the new vernacular form of the novel as exemplified by the Tiers Livre
 of François Rabelais. The culminating instance of Renaissance antilogic will be sought in the Essais 
of Michel de Montaigne, whose use of opposing speeches is a constitutive feature of his book and of the essay genre itself.

      Chapter five takes up the crucial notion of kairos
, of which the sophists were the acknowledged technicians in antiquity. After reviewing the role of kairos
 in sophistic thought and rhetoric, we will consider its significance for Renaissance literature and especially for the form of the proverb as well as for its tributary vernacular forms, the maxim and the essay. Proverbs are a good test of kairos
, for they purport to be timeless, but they have to be used at the right time, or on the right occasion. The main focus of the demonstration is Erasmus’ masterpiece, The Praise of Folly
, which is framed by a proverbial reflection on the role of kairos
 in human speech. This example encourages the recognition that reason is a sophist, trained to argue on both sides of the question and never satisfied with prescriptive, conclusive forms of expression.

      
The final chapter addresses the paradox that Weakness is Strength. We begin with a comprehensive genealogy of what is known as the hetto-kreitto 
fragment, or the claim, variously attributed to Protagoras, to the Protagoreans, to all sophists, and even to Socrates, to make the weaker argument stronger. The various formulations and interpretations of this fragment and its conflation with other disreputable sophistic doctrines leads once again to Montaigne, for whom the paradoxical identity of weakness with strength is a defining characteristic of the essay form. This principle can be exemplified by two adjacent essays from book two, “Que nostre desir s’accroit par la malaisance” (II,15) and “De la liberté de conscience” (II,19).

      The ambition of this study is to make a valid contribution both to the history of classical scholarship and to the study of neo-Latin and vernacular Renaissance literature. Most of the demonstrations of the arguments advanced here are drawn from the works of Desiderius Erasmus and Michel de Montaigne, and the volume proposes their candidacy as the leading representatives of neo-sophistic. More broadly, this study attributes to Renaissance humanism an acute percep tion of the relativity and contingency of truth and claims that this perception derives, at times remotely, at times directly from the most startling insights of the ancient Greek sophists. To recontextualize humanist discourse within the sophistic tradition is to accentuate the tendency of such discourse to dialogue, paradox, debate, and irresolution.
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PART ONE
THE FORTUNE OF THE SOPHISTS

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      A FRAGMENTARY FORTUNE



      The purpose of this opening chapter is to trace a collective fortuna 
for a group of writers whose sparse literary remains were never transmitted together until the twentieth century. To frame our problem, we can begin with a checklist of the ancient Greek sophists, whose collective identity is more readily accepted by bibliographers than by historians. It was Hermann Diels and Walter Kranz who defined the corpus of the sophists through the successive editions of their monumental anthology, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker
, during the course of the first half of the twentieth century.1
 Diels identified nine sophists by name, Protagoras, Gorgias, Prodicus, Thrasymachus, Hippias, Antiphon, Critias, Lycophron, and Xeniades. This list expands the consensus of classical sources, such as Cicero Brutus 
8.30 and Quintilian Institutio oratoria 
3.1.8-11, which consistently group together the five principle figures Gorgias of Leontini, Thrasymachus of Chalcedon, Protagoras of Abdera, Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, while often mentioning Antiphon, only occasionally Critias, and rarely if ever Lycophron and Xeniades. Diels and Kranz also include two anonymous treatises in their edition of the sophists, the Anonymus Iamblichi 
and the Dissoi logoi
. Of subsequent editors, Mario Untersteiner adds two more titles to the rubric of anonymous sophistic, the Peri nomon 
and the Peri mousike
, while Rosamond Sprague would add the name of Euthydemus based on testimony in Plato.2
 Guthrie further confuses the issue when he adds Antisthenes and Alcidamas to the list and subtracts Xeniades.3
 Of these various names and titles, some can be dismissed from the current discussion including the Anonymus Iamblichi
 or chapter 20 of the Protrepticus 
of Iamblichus, which was first identified as a sophistic text in 1889 by Friedrich Blass as well as the two new candidates proposed by Untersteiner, which were only associated with the sophistic movement in the twentieth century and then only conjecturally The Dissoi logoi
 was known in the Middle Ages and Renaissance first as a skeptical text transmitted in manuscript with Sextus Empiricus and then as a Pythagorean fragment edited without translation or commentary by Willem Canter in an appendix to Henri Estienne’s edition of Diogenes Laertius. In neither case was the text ever associated with the sophistic movement, and yet it did transmit a very schematic version of sophistic argumentation. Therefore we will focus our attention on those prominent figures who appear on everyone’s list : Protagoras, Gorgias, Prodicus, Hippias, Thrasymachus, Antiphon, and Critias. Of these seven figures, Antiphon and Hippias appear to have been polymaths with encyclopedic interests, Gorgias and Thrasymachus are the two most closely associated with rhetoric, Prodicus and Protagoras have the best résumés as philosophers, and Critias distinguished himself equally as poet and tyrant. The dates of all these figures are conjectural except for Antiphon’s death in 411 and the death of Critias in 403.

      
        CLASSICAL GREEK LITERATURE

        The celebrity of the sophists reached its apogee with their confluence in Athens during the decade of 429 to 420 when the comic playwrights Aristophanes and Eupolis produced a series of comedies targeting the sophists both by name and reputation.4
 The most remarkable and enduring testimony to their annoying popularity is furnished by Aristophanes’ comedy The Clouds
 of 423, which satirizes the Protagorean claim, later taken by Cicero to be emblematic of sophistic as a whole, to make the weaker argument stronger, also memorialized in Aristotle’s Rhetoric
 and a host of other, generally hostile sources. In 421 Eupolis devoted his comedy Κόλακεϛ or The Flatterers
 to the embarrassment of Protagoras, as recorded by Athenaeus (218B). From the same period or slightly later, Thucydides provides the most extensive testimony to the historical role of Antiphon, who was one of the leaders of the oligarchic coup in Athens in 411, for which our main source is book 8 of Thucydides’ History
. Perhaps Thucydides’ most important testimony is his systematic use of opposing speeches, which, as Jacqueline de Romilly suggested, reflects the powerful influence of Protagoras’ method of antilogic.5



        Early in the fourth century, Xenophon’s Memorabilia
 conserve an important fragment of Prodicus’ Horai
, the story of Hercules at the crossroads, which was destined to be one of the favorite motifs of Renaissance art and literature. The Memorabilia 
also contain important scenes of Socrates in conversation with Antiphon, Euthydemus, and Hippias, with the latter of whom Socrates is portrayed as reaching an amicable agreement that would be inconceivable in a Platonic dialogue. Altogether, we can infer from this work that the memory of the great sophists remained quite fresh in Xenophon’s time and that they had yet to acquire an unequivocally negative reputation. However, Xenophon’s treatise on hunting, the Κυνηγετικόϛ, concludes with an invective directed partly against the sophists, where Xenophon, in contradistinction to his usage elsewhere,6
 strictly distinguishes the honorable epithet of σοϕόϛ from the shameful title of σοϕιστήϛ (13.8). From roughly the same period, Isocrates’ oration in praise of Helen offers a key testimony to the unabated celebrity of Gorgias, Protagoras and their colleagues. In the proemium to his speech, where he denounces the contemporary taste for paradox, the orator asks incredulously if there is anyone so opsimathes
, such a slow learner that he has not heard of Protagoras and his contemporary sophists, whose writings are even more extravagant or more difficult than those of the new generation (Isocrates 10.2). As an example of unsurpassable paradox, he cites Gorgias’ phrase οὐδὲν τῶν ὄντων ἔδτιν tin from the treatise On non-being
, whose title is known from the doxographic tradition. At the time when Isocrates composed his Helen
, sometime in the 380’s, the writings of the sophists seem to have been in wide circulation.

        The decisive episode in the fortune of the sophists is the career of Plato, whose dialogues established an invincible prejudice that screens nearly all of our tenuous knowledge of these figures. To understand the Platonic image of the sophists, we can begin with the dialogue entitled The Sophist
, which attempts a scientific defamation of the sophist as an imposter or anti-philosopher. The purpose of the dialogue seems to have been to fix and to restrict the usage of the name “sophist” and to establish a rigorous distinction between σοϕόϛ and σοϕιστήϛ, as Xenophon had begun to do in the Kynegetikos
. In the conclusive definition of the sophist as μιμητὴϛ τοῦσοϕοῦ (268c1), which Marsilio Ficino renders as “fallax philosophi aemulator,” Plato intends, once and for all, to segregate the sophist from any legitimate intellectual endeavor.

        In addition to consecrating an abstract, impersonal definition of the sophist, Plato offers a veritable portrait gallery of the sophists in his dialogues, where all the important figures except Antiphon have speaking roles. In the Theages
, whose authenticity has been disputed, Socrates ironically advises Theages’ father, who is looking for a tutor for his son, to consider hiring Prodicus of Ceos or Gorgias of Leontini, or Polus of Agrigentum or any of the other itinerant celebrities “who profess to instruct youth” (127E). Here Plato employs the verb ἐπαγγέλλομαι which subsequent tradition recognizes as the prototypical gesture of sophistry, namely to claim, to promise, to profess. In the Apology
, we find a similar roll call of the sophists in Socrates’ speech to the jury where he rejects the accusation that he is a teacher. He does not deny that it is honorable to teach men and to earn a fee for it, as do Gorgias of Leontini, Prodicus of Ceos, and Hippias of Elis, but he does not do so himself (19d7-19e4). Following this disclaimer, Socrates mentions a conversation he had with Callias, whom he considers to be the most conspicuous patron of the sophists in Athens. It is in Callias’ house that Plato sets the dialogue Protagoras
, which recounts the most important assembly of sophists in the whole Platonic corpus. Present at Callias’ house, which seems to be the Athenian headquarters of sophistry, as his doorman remarks with disgust (314d2), are Protagoras of Abdera, Hippias of Elis, Prodicus of Ceos, Alcibiades, Critias, the sons of Pericles, and a host of minor figures who form the entourage of the major ones. Another roster of the sophists can be found in the Phaedrus
, where Socrates conducts a survey of sophistic rhetoric. Here we encounter the names or cognomina of Theodorus of Byzantium, Evenus of Paros, Gorgias, Prodicus, Hippias, Polus, who was a student of Gorgias, Protagoras, and Thrasymachus of Chalcedon (266E-267D). It is passages such as these, which furnish a sort of index nominum
, that allowed the Renaissance to form a sense of the collective identity of the sophists, long before modern editors put together their collections of the fragments of the sophists. After Plato, the most important influence on the posthumous reputation of the sophists was Aristotle. The opening chapter of the Sophistic Refutations 
stands as the most concise and authoritative condemnation of...
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