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(lived in Athens in the second half of the fifth century b.c.) 

mathematics, cosmology, psychology. 

Antiphon was the first native Athenian to be classed as a “Sophist” in the sense of “professional teacher of young men.” 
Unfortunately little is known for certain of his life, or even of his identity. The grammarian Didymus Chalcenterus, writing in 
the late first century b.c., distinguished two “Sophistic” Antiphons at Athens in the fifth century b.c. The first was Antiphon 
the orator, sometimes called Antiphon of Rhamnus, the author of the surviving Tetralogies, which are specimen outline 
speeches for the prosecution and the defense in certain real or imaginary cases of murder; he took part in Athenian politics and 
was comdemned to death in 410 b.c. after the overthrow of the oligarchic conspiracy at Athens (Thucydides VIII, 68). The 
other was Antiphon the diviner and interpreter of dreams, author of the treatises On Truth, On Concord, and The Statesman. 

This distinction between two Antiphons was repeated by Hermogenes in the second century a.d., but he based the distinction 
on a supposed difference in the style of writing in the Tetralogies compared with the other works; he may have had no other 
grounds. Caecilius of Calacte, probably writing just slightly later than Didymus, seems to have known nothing of such a 
distinction, and he is the source of the alternative tradition preserved in Pseudo-Plutarch’s Lives of the Ten Orators, which 
assumes a single Antiphon who was the subject of conflicting stories. 

Modern scholars are divided, and some follow the approach of Didymus, distinguishing at least three different Antiphons, 
who, it is supposed, were later confused. Others adopt a view like that of Caecilius, concluding that at least the orator and the 
Sophist were one and the same person. Something is known of the political career of Antiphon the orator, and if the 
identification is sound, we would at least know that the Sophist had belonged to the extreme right wing in politics and probably 
met his death in 410 b.c. The identification must remain uncertain, however, and virtually nothing is known of the life of 
Antiphon the Sophist if he was not the same person as the orator. 

Four works are clearly ascribed to Antiphon the Sophist (On Truth, On Concord, The Statesman, On Interpretation of 
Dreams), and a fifth (The Art of Avoiding Pain) may also be his. Of these works only brief quotations remain, aside from some 
important papyrus fragments of On Truth found at Oxyrhynchus in Egypt; but it seems likely that most of them were still 
known in the first century a.d. 

On Truth comprised two books. Its title suggests the first part of Parmenides’ poem “On Nature” (written at least a generation 
before antiphon), commonly referred to as “The Way of Truth” and dealing with the doctrine of One Being as the sole reality, 
as against the (unreal) multiplicity of the phenomenal world. But since Protagoras the Sophist, roughly contemporary with 
Antiphon, also used the title Truth for a work in which he rejected the One Being of Parmenides and preferred instead the 
“truth” of every individual’s sensations, we cannot infer from the title what position Antiphon adopted about the status of the 
phenomenal world. The first surviving fragment of Antiphon in the collection by Hermann Diels and Walther Kranz may hold 
the answer to this question, but the text is so corrupt that its meaning must remain wholly uncertain. 

More helpful as evidence is the attempt to square the circle recorded by Aristotle (Physics A, 185a 14). It is clear form 
Aristophanes (The Birds, 1004) that the squaring of the circle was a standard problem in the late fifth century b.c. The problem 
was to construct, by means of compass and ruler only, a square with an area equal to that of a given circle, Since any 
rectilinear figure could quite easily be converted into a square of the same area, the problem in practice was that of reducing 
the area of a circle to an equal area bounded by straight lines. In the third century b.c., Archimedes, in his On the Measurement 
of the Circle (Prop. I), showed that this requirement was satisfied by a right-angled triangle with one side adjacent to the right 
angle equal to the radius and the other adjacent side equal to the circumference. The problem is now known to be incapable of 
solution by the use of ruler and compass alone. 

Aristotle was aware of three attempts to solve this problem in its original form. One he seems to have attributed, perhaps 
mistakenly (see full discussion in W. D. Ross, Aristotle’s Physics [Oxford, 1936], pp. 463–466), to Hippocrates of Chios about 
the middle of the fifth century b.c. According to this attempt, it was mistakenly concluded from the possibility of squaring the 
lune on the side of the square inscribed in a circle that the circle could be completely divided into lunes similar to the one thus 
squared. Another was by a certain Bryson, who simply argued that since a polygon inscribed within a circle is smaller than the 
circle and a polygon circumscribing a circle will be larger than the circle, there must be a polygon intermediate in size that will 
be equal to the circle; however, he did not have anything to say about how such a polygon could be constructed 
diagrammatically. Antiphon’s method is explained slightly differently by each of two commentators on Aristotle. According to 
Simplicius, he proposed to inscribe a polygon such as a square within the circle and, on each of its sides, to build two chords 



meeting midway on the circumference above the side. The process must be continued with each of the sides of the resulting 
octagon, and so on with subsequent polygons, until the sides are so small that they coincide with their respective sections of 
the circumference. According to the Neoplatonist Themistius (a.d. 320–390), the polygon is an equilateral triangle, but 
otherwise his account of the procedure is the same. 

In modern times it has often been supposed that Antiphon was simply making a bad mistake in geometry by supposing that any 
approximation could ever amount to coincidence between a polygon with however many sides and the continuously curved 
circumference of a true circle. At the same time, his method has been considered of interest as anticipating the method of 
exhaustion used by Euclid (XII, 2) and the method of approximation of Archimedes. This may not be the right view to take. 
Antiphon appears to have believed that complete coincidence could be achieved by his method, and Aristotle treats this not as 
a mistake in geometry, but as nongeometrical in its approach, in that it did not proceed on geometrical assumptions. This may 
mean that Antiphon regarded the circle itself as a polygon with a very large (or possibly infinite) number of sides. Such a view 
is implied in the doctrine of Protagoras that the tangent touches a circle not at a single point only, but over a series of points, as 
we see with our eyes in the case of drawn tangents and circles. This would suggest that Antiphon, like Protagoras, may have 
considered the world of phenomena more real than the “truth” of Parmenides. 

It is probable that Antiphon, like most of the pre-Socratics, discussed in detail the physical formation of the universe and the 
nature of the heavenly bodies, but only small details of his doctrines survive. He seems to have related the rising and setting of 
the sun to changes in the air surrounding the earth (fr. 26); he regarded the moon as the source of its own light (fr.27) and as 
undergoing eclipse by some kind of turning of its bowl (fr. 28). He appears to have held a doctrine of opposite qualities (such 
as hot and cold) acting as primary substances or elements (frs. 26, 29, 32) and also as determining human physiology (fr. 29a; 
Diels and Kranz II, 426). 

Antiphon’s most famous doctrine is his opposition of nature and convention. In fr. 15 he opposes manufactured articles to the 
“natural” materials of which they are made; and he is often interpreted as preferring things that exist by nature to those that 
exist merely by convention and, thus, as setting up the selfish “natural” impulses of the individual as norms superior to the 
laws of the community. But in On Concord he defends the authority of the community as a safeguard against anarchy (fr. 61) 
and recommends the ideals of concord and self-restraint both within communities and within the individual soul. Most 
probably he was only concerned to criticize the laws of a city by asking whether or not they satisfy the “natural” needs of the 
individual. Thus, in On Truth he argues that there is a basic human nature common to Greeks and barbarians, and in the Art of 
Avoiding pain if it is his was probably also concerned with ways in which the individual could achieve the fulfillment of his 
nature without having to suffer. 
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