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Abstract

In a series of recent works, Jan Maximilian Robitzsch has argued that a number of
sophistic authors deny that humans are naturally social animals. According to
Robitzsch, the accounts of early human political history in these authors take human-
ity’s weakness as a starting point and, building upon that, they maintain that humans
entered into political society out of a concern for their own well-being rather than
any natural inclination. Robitzsch’s interpretation is unfortunately overly simplistic
and at times presents an inaccurate picture of the early Greek thinkers and what they
thought about human nature and history. Features of his interpretation are also shared
by other scholars, who make similar errors. In this article, I argue against Robitzsch
and show that there was more diversity among the sophistic authors than he suggests
vis-a-vis the question of why humans first entered society and also that in a number

of relevant texts, there is a clear sense in which humans are naturally social animals.
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346 ANDERSON

In a series of recent papers as well as a new monograph, Jan Maximilian
Robitzsch has argued that Democritus,! Plato’s Protagoras,® and the sophis-
tic authors more generally® deny that humans are naturally social animals.
According to Robitzsch, the accounts of early human political history found
in these authors take humanity’s weakness as a starting point and, building
upon this starting point, they maintain that humans entered into political
society out of a calculated concern for their own well-being rather than any
natural inclination towards the company and support of other people. Because
Robitzsch assumes that such an inclination would be necessary for humans
to be naturally social animals, this leads him to infer at one point that these
‘weakness accounts claim that the coming to be of the community is conven-
tional’, rather than natural.#

It seems to me that Robitzsch presents an overly simplistic and at times mis-
leading picture of the early Greek thinkers and what they thought about human
nature and history. In fact, only some of these thinkers emphasized the spe-
cies’ physical weakness in their explanations of why humans joined together
to form the first communities. Others emphasized instead the aggressive ten-
dencies of certain individuals to explain why most humans first took steps to
establish ordered societies regulated by laws. Moreover, though it is true that
the sophistic authors who emphasized human weakness tended to suggest
that humans first entered society out of a concern for their own well-being,
one should not conclude from this that these authors denied humans are natu-
rally social. On the contrary, the fact that humans were unable to live alone and
needed others is precisely what explains why humans are in a sense naturally
social animals for these authors.

In what follows, I shall argue against Robitzsch and make the case both for
thinking that there was more diversity within the sophistic authors than he
suggests vis-a-vis the question of why humans first entered into society and
also that in a number of relevant texts there is a clear sense in which humans

1 ].M. Robitzsch, ‘Democritus on Human Nature and Sociability’, Ancient Philosophy 44 (2024),
pp- 1-15. See also the discussion in his ‘The Epicureans on Human Nature and its Social and
Political Consequences’, Polis 34 (2017), pp. 1-19, at p. 10.

2 ].M.Robitzsch, ‘Protagoras on How Political Communities Come to Be) Classical Philology 188
(2023), pp. 387-398.

3 Theimportant sophistic text known to us as the Anonymous Iamblichi as well as ‘the Sophists
and Plato’ are mentioned explicitly by Robitzsch. See his ‘Democritus’, p. 2 and p. 4 respec-
tively. See also J.M. Robitzsch, Epicurean Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2023), pp. 1-13, where Robitzsch also discusses Antiphon and the sophists more generally.

4 Robitzsch, ‘Democritus, p. 4.
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are naturally social animals.> But my purpose in this article is not simply to
respond to one contemporary scholar. In responding to Robitzsch, I take
myself to be addressing a larger shortcoming of past research. Scholars have
often treated the sophists as a homogenous group and generally ignored the
subtle but real differences in our extant texts.® Robitzsch offers a more sensi-
tive treatment of the evidence than most, and yet even he overlooks important
points that, I hope to show, are indicative of significant moral and political
disagreements. Nor is Robitzsch the only scholar recently to overlook the spe-
cific point that some sophists regarded humans as naturally social while others
denied this.” Therefore, in what follows I shall highlight the heterogeneity in
the sophists’ texts and what these texts imply about human nature and history.
We will find that there were important and pregnant differences among these
thinkers, most of whom took themselves to be addressing foundational issues
in moral and political philosophy.

1 Why Did Humans First Enter Political Society?

Following the work of Peter Steinmetz, Robitzsch distinguishes between
accounts of the development of political communities that emphasize human

5 I will freely speak about Democritus as a sophistic author. The boundaries between the
Presocratics and the sophists were not nearly as sharp in the ancient period as scholarship
makes them seem. And when it comes to moral and political topics, there is considerable
overlap. I agree with Arthur Adkins, who once remarked that the ‘atomist Democritus may
be broadly classed with the sophists when he is concerned with ethical topics’. See his Moral
Values and Political Behaviour in Ancient Greece (London: Chatto & Windus, 1972), p. 103.

6 For a recent discussion of past scholarship and its tendency to overgeneralize, see ]. Billings
and C. Moore, ‘The Problem of the Sophists’, in J. Billings and C. Moore (eds.) The Cambridge
Companion to the Sophists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), pp. 1-29. Excep-
tions to this overgeneralizing trend that have influenced my thinking about the sophists’
ethics and politics include Jacqueline de Romilly, The Great Sophists in Periclean Athens,
trans. Janet Lloyd (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992); Richard Bett, ‘Is there a Sophistic Ethics?,
Ancient Philosophy 22 (2002), pp. 235—262; and Rachel Barney, ‘The Sophistic Movement’, in
M.L. Gill and P. Pellegrin (eds.) A Companion to Ancient Philosophy (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell,
2006), pp. 77-97.

7 Phillip Horky has recently suggested that the Anonymous Iamblichi is an important back-
ground text for understanding Glaucon’s discussion of the origins of justice in Republic 11.
(See his Law and Justice among the Socratics: Contexts for Plato’s Republic) Polis 38 (2021),
PP- 399—419.) He appears to believe that the Anonymous Iamblichi influenced Glaucon.
But if the argument presented below is correct, the view put forward by the Anonymous
Iamblichi comes from a different tradition of thinking about human history and nature than
the view presented by Glaucon.
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nature and those that emphasize human weakness.2 According to the former
sort of account, the primary reason humans enter society is an inherent desire
that humans have to live together with others — to achieve a good that can only
be achieved in a group. The paradigmatic example of this sort of account is,
of course, the one developed in Aristotle’s Politics. ‘By contrast, we are told,
‘according to weakness accounts, most humans are naturally weak, and com-
munities come to be from a calculation of what is beneficial, that is, as a result
of the decision to unite with others for protection. Human beings are not
social animals by nature, on this account, but their living together is artificial’?
Robitzsch mentions Democritus, Protagoras, and Glaucon in Republic 11 as
offering weakness accounts.

In the following section I will object to the suggestion that accounts in
which communities come to be from a calculation of what is beneficial are
each of them accounts in which living together is artificial. For the moment,
let us consider whether it is true that all these relatively early Greek authors
thought that humans first entered into political society because of their weak-
nesses. My answer, in brief, is ‘no’. Though some authors certainly believed this,
others thought otherwise.

Robitzsch is correct to suggest that Democritus and Protagoras in the
so-called ‘Great Speech’ advance a view of this sort. Diodorus Siculus’
discussion of human history from 1.7-8 of his Library of History, which, fol-
lowing Reinhardt and others, Robitzsch takes as evidence about Democritus’
thought,!° emphasizes that early humans were weak and assailed by animals.
The text makes it clear that humans, who originally lived alone as individuals
or in relative isolation,!! faced daily existential threats, which ultimately led
them to join together in groups (1.7.2—6):

8 Peter Steinmetz, ‘Staatengriindung — aus Schwiche oder natiirlichem Geselligkeitsdrang?
Zur Geschichte einer Theorie) in Peter Steinmetz (ed.) Politeia und Res Publica. Beitrdge
zum Verstdndnis von Politik, Recht und Staat in der Antike (Weisbaden: Franz Steiner,
1969), pp. 181-199. Steinmetz begins with and takes his cue from later, Stoic material. It
is only in the last few pages of his chapter that he works his way back from this material
to Platonic and pre-Platonic texts, and his discussion of these earlier texts is very much
influenced by his analysis of Stoic texts.

9 Robitsch, ‘Democritus), p. 4.

10  Karl Reinhardt, ‘Hekataios von Abdera und Demokrit, Hermes 47 (1912), pp. 492—513. In
this article, I will assume - like Robitzsch — that the material in Diodorus 1.7-8 is broadly
Democritean.

11 At 1.7.1 humans are said to live ‘omopddnv’ — ’scattered about’ or ‘here and there. As
Robitzsch, ‘Democritus,’ p. 6 notes, there is some controversy over what this term means.
Some commentators have taken it to imply that human beings lived as individuals, alone
from one another. Others think this word is compatible with humans already living in
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[2] xal ToAepoupEVOUS eV DTIO TGV Bnplewv dAAAoLS BonBety OTd Tod cuppépo-
vtog Sidaaxopévous, ddpotlopévoug ¢ Sid Tov pofov EmLyvwaxety éx ToD xatd
H1epdY ToOG ALY TUTTOVS... [5] ToUS 0V TpwToug T@v dvbpwmwy pndevds
@V Tpdg Blov xpnoipwy edpnuévov Emmovwg idye, yupuvodg pev abijtog
vtag, olxNoews Te xal Tupds dNbets, TPogTig 8’ NUEPOV TAVTEADG GVEVVONTOUS.
[6] xad yap v auyxoudny THg dyplag Tpo@iis dyvoodvtag undepioy T@V xop-
TV eig TG evdelag motelabot mapdbeaty: 816 xal ToMoLg adT@Y dréMuabal
x0T ToVg XEL@vag did Te o Pdxog xal THY aTdvLy ThHS TPoPS.

[2] When they were attacked by wild animals, they came to one anoth-
er’s help, being taught by utility, and, gathering together out of fear, they
gradually came to recognize one another’s features ... [5] Now the first
people lived wretchedly, since none of the things useful for life had been
discovered: they were bare of clothing, ignorant of dwellings and fire,
completely unaware of domestic food. [6] Indeed, knowing nothing of
the communal provision of wild food, they made no reserves of fruits
against eventual need. And that is why many of them died during the
winters, because of cold and scarcity of food.1?

Humans lived a miserable existence early in their history. They were attacked
by wild animals, and their frail bodies were ill-equipped to deal with the
extremes of nature. Our weak ancestors faced existential threats every day, and

they needed to unite into cooperative communities to survive.

We find something similar in Protagoras’ Great Speech from Plato’s

Protagoras.!® After humans and the other animals were created by the gods,

12

13

small, spread-out groups. (For the two sides of this debate see, e.g., P.P. Nicholson and
G.B. Kerferd’s ‘Protagoras on Pre-Political Man: An Exchange’, Polis 4 (1982), pp. 18—29.)
Though I do not believe the evidence is decisive, I agree with Robitzsch that in Diodorus
Siculus’ discussion it is more likely that in the first historical stage of our existence
humans lived completely isolated lives.

Both the Greek of Democritus’ texts and its translations follow A. Laks and G.W. Most’s
edition of Early Greek Philosophy, Volume viI (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016).
For the purposes of this article, it is best to avoid a detailed treatment of the vexed ques-
tion of whether and to what extent Plato presents us with an accurate representation
of the historical Protagoras’ views. However, it is worth emphasizing that the similari-
ties between Protagoras’ Great Speech and what we find in other early texts suggest that
Plato may have been inspired by sth century material when he wrote Protagoras. For a
defense of the idea that the core claims of Protagoras’ Great Speech reflect genuinely
Protagorean views, see Bernd Manuwald, ‘Protagoras’ Myth: in Plato’s Protagoras: Fiction
or Testimony?, in J. van Ophuijsen, M. van Raalte, and P Stork (eds.), Protagoras of Abdera:
The Man, His Measure (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 163-177.
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our species was in a dire situation. Though early humans were gifted the tech-
nical skills needed to supply themselves with food, shelter, and clothing, they
remained in constant danger because they were in every way weaker than the
other animals (81& T mavtoyf) adt@v dodevéorepor elval, 322b2—3).1 The attacks
we suffered from these animals posed an existential threat. Protagoras makes
this much clear by noting that Zeus feared the whole species might be annihi-
lated (322c1). Our ancestors attempted to band together to fend off the attacks
of wild animals. At first this failed because our species did not yet have the
political art, which allows humans to live together peacefully. But once given
the political art, the species succeeded in founding cities and secured them-
selves against the wild animals (322c1-d5).

Here, too, we are clearly dealing with a text that, despite its mythological
accouterments, offers a historical account of the development of political
communities that emphasizes human weakness.’® There is one more text
that is worth discussing at this juncture. That is the so-called Anonymous
Tamblichi — a sophistic text which champions justice and which is preserved
in the 20th chapter of Iamblichus’ Protrepticus.'6 Robitzsch mentions this text
only in passing, but it contains an account of early human political history
strikingly similar to the one found in Protagoras’ Great Speech.!” It is worth
quoting the relevant sections of the text in full (100.9-18):

14  Greek from the Protagoras comes from Burnet’s ocT (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1903).

15 Like most other recent commentators, I do not think the mythological packaging of
the first part of Protagoras’ Great Speech is meant to be taken literally. Behind it lies a
naturalistic account of how human beings developed into political creatures. For an
insightful defense of this naturalistic reading, see Adam Beresford’s ‘Fangs, Feathers, &
Fairness: Protagoras on the Origin of Right and Wrong), [‘Fangs, Feathers, & Fairness’] in
J. van Ophuijsen, M. van Raalte, and P Stork (eds.), Protagoras of Abdera: The Man, His
Measure (Leiden: Brill, 2013), pp. 139-162, at pp. 139-148.

16 For a helpful discussion of the Anonymous Iamblichi, and its place in Iamblichus’ work,
see Phillip Horky, ‘Anonymous Iamblichi, On Excellence: A Lost Defense of Democracy’,
in D.C. Wolfsdorf (ed.) Early Greek Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020),
pp. 269—292. Horky is attracted to the possibility that Democritus may have been the
ultimate source for the material found in the Anonymous. I am less attracted to this
possibility. I share the view of Klaus Hoffmann — articulated in Das Recht im Denken der
Sophistik [Das Recht] (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), p. 332 — that the author is an unknown
sophist, not identifiable with any well-known figure.

17  Rachel Barney has recently noted some of the similarities between the Anonymous
Iamblichi and Protagoras’ Great Speech. See ‘Protagoras and the Myth of Plato’s
Protagoras’, in Christoph Rieweg (ed.), Philosophie fiir die Polis (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2019),
pp- 135-160, at 136—141.
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el yap Epuaav pév ol dvBpwmot advvatol xad’ Evar {fjv, auviiAbov 8¢ mpdg dANY-
Aoug Tf) dvdryxy elxovre, maoa O 1) {w) adTols ebpyTat xal Té TEYVAMATA TPOS
adThy, adv dAAotg 8¢ elvar adTods xdv dvopia dtatdabar ody olév Te (peilw
yap adtols {nplav obtw yiyveabou exeivng thg xatd Eva aitng), did tadtog
Tolvuy Tag dvdyxag Tév Te Vopov xal T dixatov pfactigdewy Tolg avBpwmolg
xol o0apd) petaaTivat 8v adtd: gbaet yap ioyvpd evdedéabot Tadta.

For if humans were indeed born incapable of living in isolation, and
necessity compelled them to come together with each other, and if their
whole livelihood and the devices for securing it have been invented by
them, and if indeed they were not able to live with one another in a state
of lawlessness (for the cost of living together in this way is greater than
for living a solitary life) — because of all these necessities, law and justice
rule as a king among human beings, and there is no way they could be
altered. For they are strongly held in place by nature.!®

Although threats from animals are not mentioned explicitly here, this text con-
tains an account of human history that also emphasizes human weakness and
our inability to live successfully outside of communities. Note that — as was
true for both the Democritean and Protagorean stories presented above — the
Anonymous Iamblichi implies that in the earliest historical period humans
attempted to live as isolated individuals. But unable to do so successfully, they
were forced by necessity itself to join together at some point in the past (NB
the aorist ‘cuvijAbov’). Subsequently, they developed a new way of life and the
devices necessary to sustain themselves. This saved the species, whose mem-
bers are ‘incapable’ of living in isolation and depend on cooperative groups.
These three texts can fairly be described as presenting a weakness account
of how human beings first entered into political societies. Three features
seem to me characteristic of the accounts just mentioned. First, they hold
that human beings once lived outside of political communities in (at least)
relative isolation from one another. Second, they suggest that during this time
our ancestors were under constant threat, mainly from other animals but also
from the extremes of nature. Indeed, so dire were our circumstances in this
pre-political stage that all the texts surveyed above indicate in one way or
another that individual humans or even the entire species were at serious risk

18  The Greek of the Anonymous Iamblichus as well as its translation (with some modifica-
tions) follows Anders Serensen’s Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries edition
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025).
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of being destroyed. And finally, these accounts suggest that humans at some
point entered into cooperative groups in order to overcome their weaknesses
and ensure their survival.

It must be stressed, however, that not all the accounts identified by Robitzsch
as weakness accounts fit this mold. In particular, the account offered by
Glaucon in Book 11 of Plato’s Republic strikes me as importantly different
from these weakness accounts. For Glaucon’s account — and at least one other
5th century account similar to it, which I discuss below — does not emphasize
the weakness of the human species at all. It emphasizes instead the desire to
avoid suffering injustice at the hands of other people. I begin by presenting
Glaucon’s account in its entirety (358e4—359a5):

TEQUIEVAL Yap O paaty TO pev adixelv dryalov, To 3¢ adixelabat xodv, TAgovt
3¢ wand OmepBaMety 6 adixelaBot 1) dyad® 6 adixely Mot émeda dAAAoug
a3uedat Te xal addvTal xal AUPoTEPWY YEDWVTAL, TOlS U¥) SUVOUEVOLS TO UEV
Expevyety T6 3¢ aipely doxel Avartedety auvBéadat dANAog Nt adixety punt’
&dieelobat. xai evredev O dpEacbat vépoug TiBeabar xai cuvBxag adT@Y, xal
dvopdioat o 16 Tod vépov mitarypa vauLby Te xal Sixatov, xal elvat & tord-
™V Yévealv Te xal odaiov Sixatoaivyg.

They say that doing injustice is naturally good, and suffering injustice
bad, but that the bad in suffering injustice far exceeds the good in doing
it; so that, whenever they do injustice to one another and suffer it and
taste both, it seems profitable — to those who are not able to escape the
one and choose the other — to set down a compact among themselves
neither to do injustice nor to suffer it. And from there they began to set
down laws and compacts and to name what the law commands as lawful
and just. This, then, is the genesis and essence of justice.!®

This explanation of the development of the first communities regulated by
laws is very different from the ones found in the three texts discussed above.
In the first place, there is no implication that human beings lived in relative
isolation from one another in the earliest historical periods. Glaucon’s account
begins with human beings committing injustice against one another, which

19  The Greek of Republic comes from Slings’ oct (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).
Translations follow Allan Bloom’s The Republic of Plato (New York: Basic Books, 1991),
sometimes with minor changes.
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suggests that they have always lived together.2® There is, moreover, nothing
in Glaucon’s account suggesting that the human species was weak and at risk
of being destroyed, either from the elements or from the other animals that
featured so prominently in Democritus and Protagoras’ discussions. The only
threat mentioned in Glaucon’s speech is other human beings. It is not even the
case that Glaucon claims that humans as a species or even as individuals
needed to enter society in order to preserve themselves and survive. On the
contrary, he claims that no “true man” (dAndédg dvdpa) would ever agree to
neither do nor suffer injustice (359b2—5). These men would rather stay in a
natural condition and remain free to continue practicing injustice upon oth-
ers. Presumably, were they to do so both they and the people they prey on
would continue to survive.

This is all clearly distinct from what we find in the weakness account.?!
I suggest that Glaucon’s account of why humans first entered into political
communities derived from a different tradition of thinking about this issue,
one which is expressed in other early texts. Most important for us is the
so-called Sisyphus Fragment. This s5th century text of disputed authorship
contains 42 lines of a play discussing the development of religious belief.22

20  Consider that in Protagoras’ Great Speech it is only when humans come together and first
attempt to found cities that they commit injustice upon one another (¥3ixovv dMnAoug,
322b7). There is no mention of injustice being done when humans live apart from one
another.

21 An anonymous reviewer has pointed out that there is a way of interpreting Glaucon’s
account that closes some of the distance between it and what we find in the weakness
accounts. The thought is that Glaucon may be assuming humans began living apart and
only later came together and perpetrated injustice against one another. He may simply
have glossed over the part of human history where they joined together for reasons of
space, perhaps because this is what his audience would have assumed in any case. I think,
however, the evidence mitigates against construing Glaucon’s account this way. That
is because later, when Socrates begins to respond to Glaucon’s account of the origin of
human society at 369a—c, he is careful to go back to a time before Glaucon’s account
began and to explain how human beings first gathered in a single place. We are clearly
meant to see his stepping back in time as a theoretical difference that makes his account
more explanatory than Glaucon’s, who begins his relatively simplistic account with us
already existing together. I take this to be Plato’s way of highlighting that the Glauconian
account is missing something of crucial importance, not merely glossing over something
in a trivial and haphazard way.

22 Ancient sources offer conflicting information about the origin of our text. Sextus (adv.
Math. 9.54 and Pyrrh. 3.218) attributes the text to Critias; Aetius (1.7.2) attributes it to
Euripides. Contemporary scholars continue to debate the authorship of the text. Albrecht
Dihle has put forward an influential argument in favour of Euripidean authorship. See his

”

‘Das Satyrspiel “Sisyphos”, Hermes 105 (1977), pp. 28—42. More recently, Dana Sutton has
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The text begins with an account of why human beings established a society
governed by laws. Consider the following (Dk88 B25.1-8):

v xpévog 8T’ v draxtog dvBpwmwy Plog
xal Bnplwdyg ioydog 8 vmnpétg,

81’ 00dev GOAov olite Tols EoBhoiaw v
ot ad xéhaapa ol xools Eylyveto.
wdimertd pot doxodawv dvBpuwmot vépoug
Bécoat xohaoTds, v Siwen TOPavVOS 1)
<> TV €7 OBp1v SovAnv Exn

eluiodro & el i EEapaptdvot.

There was a time when the life of humans was disordered

And animal-like, and subservient to force,

When neither was there any prize for good men,

Nor inversely any punishment for evil ones.

And then, it seems to me, humans established laws

To punish, so that justice would be the absolute ruler

<> and it would hold arrogance enslaved;

And if anyone committed a transgression he would be punished.?3

This brief discussion of early human history presents an account much closer
to the one offered by Glaucon than the weakness accounts discussed earlier.2+
Here, too, the principal motivation people have for creating laws and entering
into a regulated society is the desire to stop other people from doing injustice
to them. We know from the later sections of the text that certain individuals
will practice injustice when they think they can do so without suffering any

23

24

argued that Critias is the author. See his ‘Critias and Atheism/, The Classical Quarterly 31
(1981), pp- 33-38.

Both the Greek of the Sisyphus Fragment and its translations follow A. Laks and
G.W. Most’s edition of Early Greek Philosophy, Volume 1x (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2016).

Charles Kahn has noted the similarity between this text and Glaucon’s discussion in
Republic. Speaking about the Sisyphus Fragment he says, ‘the account of the state of
nature and the origin of civil laws is brief ... I suggest that in this respect the author is
not innovating but making use of an earlier account of how “human beings first estab-
lished laws”, an account similar to that which Glaucon refers to in Republic 11’ See his
‘The Origins of Social Contract Theory’, in G.B. Kerferd ed. The Sophists and Their Legacy
(Wiesenbad: Steiner, 1981), pp. 92108, at p. 97.
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punishment for their bad behaviour.?> And we are told that humans estab-
lished laws so that (iva) justice would rule among them and whoever did wrong
would suffer punishments.2¢ There is no suggestion anywhere in the extant
parts of the text that humans as a species are especially weak or were in danger
of dying out from the elements or the other animals. This is not what drove us
into political communities, according to the author of the Sisyphus Fragment.
The only threat that the text emphasizes as needing to be overcome is people
and what they do when they practice injustice against other people. Other
sophistic authors may have advanced views similar to the one in the Sisyphus
Fragment as well.2”

My claim, then, is that already in sophistic and Platonic texts we see two
different traditions of thinking about why human beings first entered politi-
cal society. There are, on the one hand, weakness accounts, which emphasize
how naturally weak and isolated humans, whose survival is threatened by the
elements and other animals, ultimately chose to enter into political society
in order to secure their survival. But there is also what I shall call the ‘avoid-
ing injustice account, which we find expressed by Glaucon in Republic 11 and
the Sisyphus Fragment. The avoiding injustice account does not present early
humans as isolated or in a desperate situation. Rather, they are presented as
already being in close proximity. Some people are assumed to have a propensity

25  Lines 9—11 read: ‘Then, as the laws prevented them from committing acts of violence in
public but they did commit them in secret ..." The implication is that the laws which were
instituted to prevent injustice only drove people to commit injustice in secret. This con-
firms that prior to the institution of the laws people were practicing injustice in public.
After the establishment of laws injustice was committed secretly because perpetrators
wanted to avoid suffering punishments.

26 It is probable that, in addition to wanting to punish those who did wrong, the early
humans of the Sisyphus Fragment also wanted those who did well to be rewarded. I take
this to be the implication of the complaint in line 3 that there were no prizes for good
people.

27  There are some hints suggesting that Antiphon may also have thought people developed
laws to restrain the injustice of their peers. Consider, for example, his remark at Dx87
B44 5.25-6.9:

“So, if the laws provided some protection for those submitting to these kinds of things,

and provided some loss for those who do not submit but resist, then to obey the laws
would not be unprofitable. But now justice which derives from the law appears to be
incapable of coming to the aid of those who submit to these kinds of things.”
Antiphon is raising the possibility that the laws can successfully protect citizens from
being harmed by others. He thinks that the laws cannot do this and are, therefore, unwor-
thy of being respected fully. Yet by introducing the possibility that the laws might be able
to prevent citizens from being harmed, this might suggest that this is why the laws were
invented in the first place.
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to practice injustice. The experience of suffering injustice drives the majority
of these early human groups to establish laws that will punish, deter, and ulti-
mately prevent the unwanted behaviour of those who do wrong.28

Further evidence that the weakness and avoiding injustice accounts really
are distinct can be found by considering the practical implications of the two
accounts. It is notable that the authors of the texts that emphasize human
weakness ultimately defend the value of cooperation for human beings. In
one way or another Democritus, Plato’s Protagoras, and the author of the
Anonymous Iamblichi all recognize the need that human beings have for
one another, and this recognition becomes foundational for their respective
contributions to moral and political philosophy. They all promote the value
of organized, cooperative communal behaviour. Moreover, they are all of
them moralists: they ultimately believe that it is rational for humans to be just
and avoid injustice. (All of this will turn out to be true of Socrates in Plato’s
Republic, too, as we shall see below). This is very much in contrast to the other
texts we have looked at that emphasize conflict. Both Glaucon and the author
of the Sisyphus Fragment portray humans as selfish and pleonectic creatures.
They suggest there is a real conflict between what is good for the community as
awhole and the individual, and partly for that reason they encourage individu-
als to break the law in pursuit of their own self-interest.2?

There is, thus, a deep connection between the attitude the texts surveyed
above have with regard to human nature and history, on the one hand, and
their moral and political philosophy, on the other. But to see this clearly we
must distinguish the weakness and avoiding injustice accounts. If one identi-
fies Glaucon’s discussion of how humans entered political society as a weakness
account, one obscures the diversity of thought we find in the texts of early
Greek political philosophy. The sophists put forward different explanations
of why humans first entered society. As we shall see in the next section, rec-
ognizing the differences in their explanations is also important for answering

28 A fair question to ask is whether these two traditions are distinct from the ‘natural’
account of why humans first entered into society, which was raised earlier in the context
of Steinmetz and is famously advanced by Aristotle’s Politics. This is a complicated ques-
tion that cannot be fully addressed here. But in the following section I will suggest that
some weakness accounts in fact imply that humans are naturally social animals. It seems
likely to me that these accounts are important precursors to the view we find developed
in Book 1 of Aristotle’s Politics.

29  On these various authors, see the discussion in chapters two and three of my just
Prospering? Plato and the Sophistic Debate about Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2024).
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the question of whether these authors thought that humans are naturally
social animals.

2 Are Humans Naturally Social Animals?

The question of whether human beings are naturally social animals is a com-
plicated one — one that has been debated over the history of philosophy. Given
the complexity and high stakes of the question, one might expect to find
that the early Greek thinkers answered it in a variety of ways. And this, as I will
argue below, is what we do find. But this seems not to be what Robitzsch (and
others) think.3% As we saw in the previous section, he claims that the defend-
ers of weakness accounts — which for him include Democritus, Protagoras, and
Glaucon - hold that humans live together not by nature but by artificial com-
pact. Let us begin by examining the evidence adduced for this position.

He relies crucially on the observation that the authors of the weakness
accounts claim that human beings entered political society out of a calcula-
tion for their own self-interest rather than any inherent desire or drive to be
with one another. Consider what he says about the Democritean account:

Diodorus does not give any indication that anything besides calcula-
tions of benefit plays a role in the coming to be of society; there is no
mention of an inherent drive or desire that human beings have to live
together with other people. As a result, it seems very difficult to classify
the account that is preserved in Diodorus as anything but a representa-
tive of the [weakness] account. Yet on such an account it is difficult to see
how human beings are social animals by nature.3!

A similar point is made about Protagoras and the view he advances in the
Great Speech as well.32

30  Robitzsch cites authors who are broadly in agreement with him on this point. He cites,
i.e.,, C.C.W. Taylor’s edition and commentary of Plato: “Protagoras” (Oxford: Clarendon,
1991). As noted in the introduction, I take myself to be responding to more scholars than
just Robitzsch.

31 Robitzsch, ‘Democritus), p. 7.

32 Robitzsch, ‘Protagoras) pp. 391—-392: ‘Protagoras highlights human weakness as the fore-
most reason for building political communities, where this is apparently at odds with the
Aristotelian idea that humans are naturally social. ‘Aristotle’s account implies that, from
the beginning, human beings were oriented towards living a life with others; in other
words, humans have always been political animals (1253a2—3). Not only is such an idea
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Robitzsch appears to infer from the fact that an author claims that humans
first entered society out of a calculation of their own benefit, rather than any
inherent desire to be with others, that the author rejects that humans are natu-
rally social. Two points should be made in response to this move. First, it should
be noted that neither Democritus nor Plato’s Protagoras explicitly denies that
humans have an inherent desire to be with one another. To be sure, neither of
the relevant texts claims in so many words that humans have such a desire.
But the authors may have thought that early humans possessed such a desire
all the same. I will suggest below that there is reason to suspect that Protagoras
thought exactly this. For the moment, however, consider that neither author
claims early humans desired to have sex either. Yet both must have believed
that early humans reproduced sexually and that our ancestors had a desire
to have sex — presumably, in just the same way people desire sex today. So,
Democritus and Protagoras may well have assumed people desired to be
together. And, second, even granting that humans entered society out of a
calculation of their own benefit, it would be a mistake to infer from this that
humans are not naturally social. There is an obvious counterexample to this
line of thought: the view advanced by Socrates in Plato’s Republic.

For Socrates, too, advances a weakness account of how human beings first
entered society. He begins his discussion by claiming that ‘a city, as I believe,
comes into being because each of us isn't self-sufficient but is in need of much’
(369b7-8). The view advanced here is not unlike the one we found earlier
in Democritus, Protagoras, and the Anonymous Iamblichi. Like the account in
Diodorus Siculus, Socrates claims that human need (ypeia) will make the
city (369c10).33 Moreover, Socrates is explicit about the fact that people first
entered into, and later participated in, cooperative society out of a calculation
for their own benefit. ‘Now, does one person give a share to another, if they do
give a share, or take a share, in the belief that it’s better for themselves (olépuevog
abt® duewov elvan)? ‘Certainly’, is Glaucon’s immediate reply. (369c6-8).34

And yet it is also quite obvious that, for Plato in his Republic, humans are in
some robust sense naturally social animals. Later in the discussion of the devel-
opment of the first city we are told that humans are born with different natures
and that different people are naturally suited for different jobs in the city
(370a7-b3). Similarly, the myth of metals from Book 111 maintains that every

absent in the Protagoras, but [it] also grossly distorts the view advanced in the Great
Speech, which seems consequentialist and ad hoc
33  Compare this with Library of History 1.7.7: ‘need itself became a teacher of human beings’.
34  Note that Plato does not claim in Republic that the first humans have a desire to be with
other human beings (though he will make this very claim later in Laws; see 678e—679a).

POLIS, THE JOURNAL FOR ANCIENT GREEK AND ROMAN POLITICAL THOUGHT 42 (2025) 345—-365



THE SOPHISTS, HUMAN NATURE, AND THE FIRST POLITICAL SOCIETIES 359

person is born with one of a few types of metal in their soul, each of which cor-
responds to a different job or station in the well-run city (414d1—415c8). Most
humans are evidently unable to live the sort of life that any reasonable person
would want outside of the city. Thus, at the outset of Book 1v Socrates indicates
that he trusts nature to distribute human ed8aipovia appropriately and fairly
in the well-constructed society (421bs—c5). Even the philosophers who resent
having to rule are in some profound sense naturally political creatures. The
language of growth that Plato uses to discuss the philosophers in Book vi1 is
very telling in this respect. The philosophers’ nature can only ‘grow’ (ad&avo-
uévny) into every virtue if they are given a suitable rearing (492a1-5); though
the philosophical nature may accomplish something outside of a well-run
city, only if they are in such a city will they accomplish the greatest things and
grow (ad&noetat) to completion (497a3-7). All of these claims would be quite
strange if Plato did not think humans were naturally social creatures.

Even if it strikes us as a bit strange, it is entirely possible to think that human
beings first entered political society out of weakness or out of a calculation for
their own benefit and also that humans are naturally social. Republic testifies
to this. Now, it does not follow from this that human beings are naturally social
animals according to the weakness accounts discussed in the previous section.
But I take myself to have shown that Robitzsch’s principal consideration for
denying that humans are social animals according to the Democritean and
Protagorean view is a poor one. The fact that these authors do not claim that
humans exhibit an innate desire to be with one another is not sufficient to
show that they believe, or mean to assert, that humans are not naturally social.

We need a different way to evaluate whether humans are naturally social,
according to these early authors. The way to do this, I suggest, is to ask
whether, according to any given account of human nature and history, there is
some compelling human need that cannot be achieved outside of minimally
functional political groups. For several authors discussed above the answer
to this question is clearly ‘yes’. Cooperative groups are necessary for the sur-
vival of individual humans and, moreover, the species itself. For these authors,
the fact that human beings need other people in order to survive — let alone
thrive — is precisely what makes us naturally social creatures.

Indeed, a good case can be made for thinking this is one of the central
points of Protagoras’ myth. To see why, we must look at the broader context
of the myth. At first, we are told, the gods molded humans and the other
animals inside of the earth. When the gods were ready to introduce their cre-
ations to the world, they tasked Epimetheus and Prometheus with equipping
all living creatures with the powers (Suvdpelg) needed to survive (320c¢8-d6).
Epimetheus did a fine job with the non-rational animals: all were given, first,
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sufficient protection from the natural elements and, beyond this, a way to avoid
being killed by the other animals (320d7-321b6). But Epimetheus used up all
the powers of preservation on these animals, and humans were left entirely
without any means of self-preservation (321b6—c7). Seeing our vulnerability,
Prometheus stole the technical skills along with the fire needed to exercise
those skills from Athena and Hephaestus. This intervention allowed our ances-
tors to feed themselves and protect themselves from the extremes of nature
(321c7—-322a7). But humans still could not defend themselves from the other
animals. To protect themselves from predatory animals, they needed to join
together. But to do this, they first needed to be given — in addition to technical
skills — the political skill that would allow them to cooperate with one another
and practice the art of war. It is only once Zeus began to fear for the annihi-
lation of the human species that he granted us the political skill (322a7-d5).
This is what enabled humans to successfully form cities and to finally preserve
themselves against the attacks of other animals.

What this brief survey shows is that humanity’s technical savvy as well as
our sociality are the two crucial tools that enable us to survive.3> The myth
presents them as very much on par with the two kinds of gifts Epimetheus
granted the other animals. Recall that those gifts were things like thick fur and
tough skin, which allowed the animals to withstand the extremes of nature
(321a2—-b6); and things like size or speed, which allowed the animals to save
themselves from the attacks of predators, either by enabling them to run away
or stand their ground (320d7—321a1). The text thereby suggests that reason and
sociality are the endowments ensuring our species’ survival, just as thick fur
and an aggressive disposition are the endowments that ensure the survival of
wolves or bears. In both cases we are invited to see these endowments as natu-
ral gifts.

Protagoras’ myth thus presents humans as naturally social animals because
it presents cooperative and just cities as necessary for the survival of the human
race. And this very point is underscored after the myth has concluded where
Protagoras notes that everyone rightly thinks humans must share in justice ‘or
they shall not be among humankind at all’ (uy) elvau évévBpamotg, 323c1-2).

We find essentially the same idea expressed in the Anonymous Iamblichi.
Consider again:

For [1] if humans were indeed born incapable of living in isolation,
and [2] necessity compelled them to come together with each other,

35  This point has been made earlier by Beresford, ‘Fangs, Feathers, & Fairness’, pp. 147-148.
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and [3] if their whole livelihood and the devices for securing it have been
invented by them, and [4] if indeed they were not able to live with one
another in a state of lawlessness (for the cost of living together in this way
is greater than for living a solitary life) — because of all these necessities,
law and justice rule as a king among human beings, and there is no way
they could be altered. For they are strongly held in place by nature.

The passage in question is one long, four-part conditional sentence that draws a
conclusion about humanity’s current condition from its history. Because the
text affirms the apodosis of the conditional, the author presumably assumes
that the four parts of the protasis (this time numbered for ease of under-
standing) hold true. As I indicated in the previous section, we learn from this
passage that at some time in the past human beings tried to live as individuals,
they then united together because they were unable to live alone, and they
next developed a new, communal way of life [doa v {w1)] as well as the tools
to support it. Finally, this important stretch of text informs us that humans
are not able to live together in a state of lawlessness. This is because living in a
condition where everyone practices injustice against others is even worse than
living alone.

The author’s point is that humans need to live together if they are going to
survive, and, additionally, they need to live in societies ruled by justice. Living
alone in the wild is not something that creatures like us are cut out for. Neither
are we cut out for living in lawless groups where our conduct is unregulated by
laws and justice. As history has shown, it is simply a fact about us that we need
to live in cooperative groups ruled by laws and justice. That is why the text can
conclude from the four necessities that law and justice rule as a king among
us, and there is no way they can be altered'3% This conclusion is tantamount to
the claim that humans are social animals. And this conclusion is, I think, rein-
forced by the final clause of the above passage. Though the Greek is difficult to
construe and has been the subject of dispute, the clause should be understood
as a claim about or implicating our nature. A number of scholars have trans-
lated it to convey just that.37

I have argued that, according to Protagoras’ Great Speech and the related
view found in the Anonymous Iamblichi, humans are naturally social animals

36 My emphasis.

37  Michael Gagarin and Paul Woodruff translate the final line of the above paragraph, For
[the law and justice’s] strength is ingrained in our nature’. See their edition of Early Greek
Political Thought from Homer to the Sophists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995), p- 293. Cf. Hoffmann, Das Recht, pp. 304—306.
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because they need to live in lawful, cooperative groups in order to ensure their
survival. Now, I believe this is true whether early humans had an innate desire
to be around other people or not. The relevant point is simply that our nature
is such that we humans cannot really survive outside of groups. But I think
it is also clearly true that both Protagoras and the author of the Anonymous
Tamblichi presume that humans have a natural desire to live and live well. This
is precisely why early human individuals joined together early in their his-
tory. Doing so afforded each individual a better chance to continue living and
to prosper. And it does not seem at all strange to me that Protagoras and the
author of the Anonymous Iamblichi would think that because being with other
people was the indispensable means to satisfy their natural desire to continue
living and to possibly live well, early humans developed or inherited a natural
desire to be with other people. In fact, I think this is strongly suggested at least
in the case of Protagoras. For he claims that bonds of friendship arise when
the earliest communities first develop, and these bonds presumably indicate
mutual love between all the citizens (322c2—3). Here, then, is some indication
that early humans really did desire to be and stay with one another.38

It seems to me entirely possible that Diodorus Siculus’ account of human
history advances basically the same view found in Protagoras’ Great Speech as
well as the Anonymous Iamblichi and that Democritus believed that humans
are naturally social. Unfortunately, however, I do not think we are in a position
to claim this with any certainty. Much depends on whether the text implies
that humans cannot live successfully as individuals in their original condition,
and on this point the evidence leaves room for doubt.3® One might think that
the overall similarities between the three accounts mitigate in favour of the
possibility that Democritus also holds humans need each other to survive. But1
will not press the point here. Instead, I turn to the view advanced by Glaucon
in Republic 11. I shall argue that, as Robitzsch himself suggests, the account in
this text, as well as the one in the Sisyphus Fragment, is one in which humans
are not naturally social creatures.

The reason why should be obvious by this point: Nothing in Glaucon’s
account suggests that humans need minimally functional political groups

38 I would like to thank an anonymous referee for drawing passage about philia to my
attention.

39  AtLibrary of History1.7.4 we are told that humans in the original condition often perished
because of the cold or a lack of food. But the text never explicitly indicates that humans
are unable to live successfully in such a condition or that they need the help of others if
they are to survive.
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to secure any pressing need. As I argued in the previous section, Glaucon’s
account is not one that stresses human weakness. To be sure, the pre-political
condition he describes is one where some people exhibit a propensity to com-
mit injustice. Glaucon makes it clear that it is upsetting to suffer injustice at
the hands of another. One would much rather do injustice than suffer it. That is
why justice is ultimately described as a mean between what would be best for
an individual — practicing injustice against others without suffering it in turn —
and what would be worst — suffering injustice without being able to practice it
(359a5—-b2). But neither justice nor the laws that enforce it are ever said to be
required for human survival or anything else. Indeed, the very fact that justice
is presented as a compromise suggests rather strongly that it is not something
that early humans needed to secure their survival. It is rather an agreement
early humans entered into with one another to improve most of their lives.*°

I conclude, then, that Glaucon’s account is not one according to which
humans are naturally social. It is one according to which humanity’s entrance
into political society is the result of an artificial compact. The same is true
of the account we find in the Sisyphus Fragment. For here, too, neither jus-
tice nor the laws are required to secure any pressing human need such as
the survival of the species. In the original condition humans lived like the
other animals. This may not have been a maximally pleasant existence, but,
as Robitzsch himself acknowledges,*! an animal-like existence need not be a
dangerous or violent existence. It was not human weakness that led humans to
enter into political society. Much like the account in Republic 11, the Sisyphus
Fragment suggests that early humans established laws principally so that injus-
tice would be curtailed. Some early humans evidently disliked being harmed
by their peers. However, the text does not suggest that the species was seriously
threatened by the practice of injustice. Even after the laws are established and
punishments for crimes are finally instituted, some people continue to prac-
tice injustice (albeit in secret, DK88 B25.9-12). The text presents injustice as a
normal though onerous fact of life.

The weakness accounts and the avoiding injustice accounts do not only pres-
ent different stories about how and why humans first entered political society.

40  Though not, of course, all of their lives. Glaucon emphasizes that no ‘true man’ would
ever agree to avoid doing injustices to others (359b2—5). They would prefer to continue
in a pre-political condition in which everyone can harm everyone else. This is further
evidence that, on Glaucon’s view, the human species does not actually need to live in
societies ruled by laws and justice.

41 See Robitzsch, ‘The Epicureans’, pp. 9—10.
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They imply crucially different conclusions about human nature. According at
least to the version of the weakness account found in Protagoras’ Great Speech
and the Anonymous Iamblichi, human beings are naturally social creatures
because we need one another to continue living and to live well. Whether
or not early humans had an innate desire to be with others, they certainly
had a desire to live and live well. And this they could not do absent political
communities ordered by law and justice. Not so, according to the versions
of the avoiding injustice account surveyed here. For Glaucon and the author
of the Sisyphus Fragment, humans do not enter political communities out of
a need to secure their survival. They do so instead to afford themselves the
convenience of not having to deal with those of their peers inclined to practice
injustice and harm others. The agreements they make are artificial or merely
conventional because they are not required to meet any pressing human need.

3 Conclusion

The texts discussed above contain some of the earliest theoretical reflec-
tions bearing on several foundational questions in political philosophy. In
them we find rich and nuanced thoughts about human nature and the origins
of the first political societies. There is a history of scholarship that downplays
the differences and neglects the nuances in the sophistic authors. In contrast,
I have tried to show that we find the sorts of philosophical disagreements and
debates in the sophistic authors that one would expect among serious think-
ers engaged in serious philosophy. Though it is true that Democritus, Plato’s
Protagoras, and the author of the Anonymous Iamblichi imply that humans
are naturally weak creatures who first banded together in order to preserve
the species, this is not what Glaucon in Republic or the author of the Sisyphus
Fragment believed. They locate the origins of political society not in human
neediness but in the desire of our ancestors to avoid suffering injustice at the
hands of others. These differences have clear implications for the resulting
moral and political philosophies of these various thinkers. Those authors who
emphasize human weakness tend to stress the value and rationality of justice
for the human species, whereas those who emphasize the strength and selfish
desires of individuals tend to be more comfortable with antisocial behaviour
and certain individuals breaking the law to promote their own well-being.
These differences also lead to different answers about the natural sociability
of humans. Though Glaucon and the Sisyphus Fragment deny that humans
are social, the weakness accounts in Plato’s Protagoras and the Anonymous are
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designed to highlight that humans need one another if they are to survive, and

this very fact explains why it is that humans are naturally social creatures.*?

42 Thanks to the anonymous referees at Polis and Anders Serensen, who shared his new edi-
tion of the Anonymous Iamblichi with me before it was published and read an early draft
of this article.
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