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• Charles Griswold writes: 

• The Gorgias is one of Plato's most bitter dialogues in that the 
exchanges are at times full of anger, of uncompromising 
disagreement, plenty of misunderstanding, and cutting rhetoric. In 
these respects, it goes beyond even the Protagoras, a dialogue that 
depicts a hostile confrontation between Socrates and the renowned 
sophist by the same name. The quarrel between philosophy and 
rhetoric shows itself as an ugly fight in the Gorgias



Gorgias: A War on Rhetoric?

• Mark Anderson and Ginger Osborn:

“Socrates goes to war in this dialogue”

• James Doyle: 

it is “obvious that the opposition between philosophy and its 
deadly rival rhetoric, and the ruthless contention by which this 
opposition is dramatized, are defining features of Plato’s 
Gorgias”
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War Against Which Rhetoric?

(1) Rhetoric: a technique or skill for speech making, including 
instrumental even malicious use of fallacious reasoning to 
persuasive ends. 

-familiar

-presented in the dialogue itself



War Against Which Rhetoric?

(2) Rhetoric: the philosophical doctrines and methodologies of people 
like Gorgias, Protagoras, Isocrates, and so forth.

- uncovered by scholarship like that of Professor Schiappa

- no less philosophically sophisticated than Plato or Socrates

- likely no resemblance to speechmaking or what Plato presents

- rival to Plato’s academy

- rival to Plato’s Philosophy
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War Against Rhetoric (1) ?

• The old consensus. 
• The sophists as bad guys. 

• Socrates teaching them (us) a lesson!
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War Against Rhetoric (1) ?

• Doubtful!

- Socrates too is guilty of much flawed argumentation to 
persuasive ends in the text

- Use of the opponent’s weapon

- Who wins? Philosophy or Rhetoric?

- Couldn’t be a war!
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War Against Rhetoric (2) ?

• The New (& growing) Consensus 
• (Schiappa, Boyarin, Nightingale,…)

• Two important tenets: 
• Rhetoric as the antithesis in opposition to which Plato formulates his thesis. Thus 

a war that lies at the heart of Plato’s entire philosophical agenda 

• Rhetoric as the rival school that competes for business from the same pool of 
students. Thus a war that lies at the heart of Plato’s political or academic agenda. 
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War Against Rhetoric (2), perhaps?

•Also Doubtful! 
- Or so I shall argue in this paper…



Thesis:

Socrates couldn’t quite be in a war with rhetoric in its 
more nuanced sense either!



Thesis:

although on its surface, the dialogue elevates what’s taught at Plato’s 
school by denigrating what Gorgias teaches, on a deeper textual level it 
is a deconstruction of the very dichotomy that results on its surface 

between rhetoric and philosophy



Thesis:

The text can be read as much a manifesto for Plato’s philosophy—
defined as the binary opposite of what his contemporaries did in real 

life—as a reflection on its possibility of success.



Conclusion:

For Plato, the relationship between philosophy and rhetoric is subtler 
than a good-bad dichotomy.



Conclusion:

Gorgias as a dialogue that equally problematizes 
rhetoric and philosophy, hence both the Gorgian and 
Platonic worldviews
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Strategy

• Socrates uses his opponent’s real-life weapons:

-This defeats the war theory (2) 

just as S’ use of flawed arguments defeats war theory (1)

- Which wins?



Strategy

• Socrates uses his opponent’s real-life weapons

But it’s more complicated…



Strategy

• Socrates uses his opponent’s real-life weapons… to defeat Gorgias’ 
caricature, who uses Socrates’ real-life weapons…



Plot Twist

a reversal of presuppositions and argumentative strategies of the 
dialogue’s characters. Although as characters, “Socrates” propounds 
philosophy and “Gorgias” rhetoric, paradoxically, the former adopts a 
rhetorical view (one resembling that of the real Gorgias) and the latter 
a Socratic one (one that resembles the view the character “Socrates” 
often takes in other dialogues).



Plot Twist

if we pick “Socrates”—hence philosophy—as the winner, we will 
observe that he defeats “Gorgias” by rhetorical talking points. It turns 
out therefore that we should perhaps take rhetoric as the true winner. 
If, however, we pick “Gorgias”—hence rhetoric—as the winner, he 
defeats “Socrates” by Socratic talking points. Then it turns out that we 
should perhaps take philosophy as the true winner. 



Plot Twist

The culmination of a high-stake argument into this sort of paradox, 
which suggests that neither answer is truer than the other, is moreover 
a prime example of rhetoric, at least in Plato’s textbook



Plot Twist

Who won the dialogue? 

Who won the intellectual rivalry?

Who won the academic rivalry?



Conclusion

There is no good-bad dichotomy between philosophy and rhetoric in 
the Gorgias. There is food for thought, complicated ethical 
considerations, discussion about power, knowledge, and so forth. And a 
deep tension between two substantive philosophical positions that 
could be taken, both of which exhibit virtues and shortcomings. 
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