Identifying Antiphon and his Theory of Knowledge

By Robert Jackson

There scholarship of Antiphon and the work attributed to him is ambiguous.  It may be believed that there are two distinct Antiphons from this milieu.  Antiphon, from Rhamnus, lived from circa 480-411 ACN.  (Sprague 110) (Arist. Mentions a third 'Antiphon' tried for a capital offence by Dionysius of Syracuse.  Little more is known about him than this.)  The texts may reasonably be divided and attributed in part to a certain Antiphon the Orator and in part to a certain Antiphon the Sophist, for they very widely in genre.  To Antiphon the Orator are credited Against the Stepmother, The Murder of Herodes, On the Chorus Boy, (coräg´oß), Tetrologies and many more texts. To Antiphon the Sophist are credited De Concordia, Concord, and De Veritate, Truth, the latter surviving only in Fragments.  


We can say Antiphon the Orator was impassioned politically.  He was the teacher of Thucydides, who then later praised Antiphon for his own excellence (jaret´ä).  He is credited with inspiring or even creating the Oligarchy that overturned the Democratic Constitution (411 bce), for which he was later found guilty of treason and executed.  


Antiphon the Orator was revered rather for the "force and variety" (OCD 112) of his arguments than for "grace of expression, clarity of organization, and the vivid presentation of character" (ib.) generally associated with other Rhetoricians.  


Heitsch argues Antiphon's work may well be first of extant Attic prose.  (64)  And this is not without good reason, for standing with the first of the "secondary sophists" (Prof. Geoff), or Attic Orators, he was most likely the first to sell powerful speeches to well-known litigants.  Thus, he was most likely the first to write his speeches down as a marketable product.  For this very reason many of his speeches have survived.


 As I mentioned, Antiphon was tried and executed for treason having conspired against the Democratic Constitution.  His defense, existing only in a small fragment, was praised by Thucydides; and "when congratulated by Agathon on its brilliance, Antiphon replied that he would rather have satisfied one man of good taste than any number of common people" - and he was still executed.  (OCD 111 ex Arist. Eth. Eud. 1232b 7)  (does this not ring the knells of Socrates?)  Many others were accused of the same crime of conspiracy.  It was generally expected that accused citizens, if guilty, would flee, and hence verify their guilt.  They were disgraced, but could remain alive.  Exile, opposed to execution, was generally regarded as a satisfactory retribution by the Athenians, for they placed Athenian Citizenship itself first of their civic virtues.


This introduces a very important aspect of Antiphon, one which may discredit the dichotomy of having Antiphon the Orator and Antiphon the Sophist.  

Antiphon the Sophist, as I mentioned above, is credited with two treatises: De Concordia and De Veritate.  These are "concerned with the nature of justice and the relationship between nomos ('law, convention [i.e. civic law]') and phusis ('nature [i.e. natural law]').  (OCD 111).  Clearly Antiphon the Sophist placed a precedent on the investigation of truth and justice.  And it is also clear that Antiphon the Orator placed a similar precedent on truth and justice.  While being tried for treason, he could have fled Athens.  Indeed, this was expected by the prosecutors in most capital offense trials.  Instead, he and Archeptolemus alone remained to stand trial for their crimes.  From this, it is clear (1) that he placed a precedent on Justice and that the Athenian judiciary process he believed was a just process; (2) that he had resolved the relationship between nomos and phusis, understanding that civic law, if just, is concordant with natural law; (3) that to comply to natural law is not only best but necessary.  


This is not some flimsy, mercenary Rhetorician.  Antiphon the Orator has highly refined the Greek virtue of excellence: jaret´ä.  His excellence was demonstrated by his trial; and this further verifies the nexus between Antiphon the Sophist and Antiphon the Orator, for the Sophists were highly regarded for their understanding and ability to teach excellence.  Antiphon does not intend to flatter the vulgar, he does not intend to speak loquaciously, and moreover he does not intend to skew the truth. He is assertive in his claims, his subject is clear and direct, and he speaks with control and confidence about truth.  

I would speculate, Antiphon represents a unique transition between the Sophists, who taught excellence for a fee, and the 'secondary sophists,' or Attic Orators, who took their excellence of speech to the Agora as a product while leaving behind the inquiry of truth and justice.  Antiphon, however, mastered excellence through the inquiry of truth and justice, wrote treatises about it, and was the first to market his skill in the civic forum of Justice. 

From Sprague (212), as summary of Antiphon’s Theory of Knowledge is as follows.

1. Time has no reality.

2. A circle is a polygon with an infinite number of sides.

3. A wooden bed may also be a tree.

4. Justice may also be injustice.

5. There is no real distinction between Greek and Barbarian.

On Truth

…that is why it [Truth] misses nothing, and it receives nothing of the outside, it is without limit and without deficiencies. [so Truth is perfect and complete.] (Gernet 176)

It is ridiculous to think that the visible abstract categories spring from their names, and impossible, too.  For names are conventional restrictions on nature, but the visible abstract categories of things are not conventional restrictions on, but the offspring of, nature.  (Sprague 213)

For whatever [hatta] people see with their eyes they regard as more credible than things the evidence for whose existence belongs to what is not seen.  (Sprague 214)

[this view places a precedent on knowledge as seeing, for which Greek has a   special verb, oido. (epistomai refers to having technical skill, while gnosko refers to having correct comprehension, to understand the ‘upright thing,’ all three of which may simply be translated, ‘I know.’)]
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