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(T1) SOCRATES: So come on, Gorgias … What is this thing that you claim is the greatest good for 
humankind (μέγιστον ἀγαθόν … τοῖς ἀνθρώποις), a thing you claim to be a producer 
(δημιουργόν) of? 

  GORGIAS: The thing that is in actual fact the greatest good (μέγιστον ἀγαθόν), Socrates. It is the 
cause (αἴτιον) of freedom (ἐλευθερίας) for humankind itself (αὐτοῖς τοῖς ἀνθρώποις) and at the 
same time (ἅμα) it is for each person (ἑκάστῳ) the cause of rule over others (ἄλλων ἄρχειν) in 
one’s own city (πόλει). 

 SOCRATES: And what is this thing you’re referring to? 

      
         

             
          

 
John Cooper on (T1): “… presumably Gorgias’s point is to claim that free self-rule by a people, as against 
dictatorial and enforced rule by tyrants or oligarchs, depends upon the use of argument and persuasion to 
make public decisions—and oratory is the art that oversees and reinforces a city’s commitment to govern 
itself on that basis.” (“Socrates and Plato in Plato’s Gorgias,” p. 33n. 5) 

 
Did the historical Gorgias have this view of rhetoric? 
 
(T2) Logos is a great lord (λόγος δυνάστης μέγας ἐστίν), which by the smallest and most unseen body 

achieves the most divine works. (Gorgias, Encomium of Helen §8) 
 
(T3) For logos was the persuader of the soul (ψυχὴν ὁ πείσας), which it persuaded (ἔπεισεν) and 

compelled (ἠνάγκασε) to believe the things that were said and to agree to the things that were 
done. (Gorgias, Encomium of Helen §12) 

 
(T4)           

     
       

 
(T5) SOCRATES: Since then the virtue of all is the same, try to tell me and to remember what Gorgias, 

and you with him, said that that same thing is. 

MENO: What else but to be able to rule over human beings (ἢ ἄρχειν … τῶν ἀνθρώπων), if you 
are seeking one description to fit them all. (Plato, Meno 73c-d) 

 
Models of freedom in Plato 
 
(T6) CALLICLES: … the truth of it, Socrates—the thing you claim to pursue—is like this: wantonness, 

lack of discipline, and freedom (ἐλευθερία), if available in good supply, are excellence (ἀρετή) and 
happiness (εὐδαιμονία); as for these other things, these fancy phrases, these contracts of men 
that go against nature, they’re worthless nonsense! (Gorgias 492c) 

 
(T7) What about the rhetoric addressed to the Athenian people and to those in other cities composed 

of free men (ἐλευθέρων ἀνδρῶν)? What is our view of this kind? Do you think that rhetoricians 
always speak with regard to what’s best (τὸ βέλτιστον)? Do they always set their sights on 

                 
               

                 
            

GORGIAS: I’m referring to the ability to persuade by speeches (πείθειν … τοῖς λόγοις) jurors in a 
law court, councillors in a council meeting, and assemblymen in an assembly or in any other
political gathering that might take place. In point of fact, with this power (δυνάµει) you’ll have the 
doctor for your slave (δοῦλον), and the physical trainer, too. (Plato, Gorgias 452d-e)

                
                  

            

PHILEBUS: On many occasions, Socrates, I have heard Gorgias insist that the art of persuasion is 
superior to all others because it enslaves (δοῦλα) all the rest, with their own consent, not by 
force, and is therefore by far the best of all the arts. (Plato, Philebus 58a-b)
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making the citizens as good as possible through their speeches? Or are they, too, bent upon the 
gratification of the citizens, and, slighting the common good (τοῦ κοινοῦ) for the sake of their own 
private good (τοῦ ἰδίου), do they treat the people like children, their sole attempt being to gratify 
them? (Gorgias 502d-e) 

 
(T8) Then, if we’re to preserve our first argument, that our guardians must be kept away from all other 

crafts so as to be the producers of the city’s freedom (δημιουργοὺς ἐλευθερίας τῆς πόλεως), and 
be exclusively that, and do nothing at all except what contributes to it, they must neither do nor 
imitate anything else. (Republic 395b-c) 

 
(T9) SOCRATES: They [sc. the people] have never seen a man or a number of men who themselves 

rhymed with virtue (ἀρετῇ), were assimilated to it as far as possible, and ruled in a city of the 
same type. Or do you think they have? 

ADEIMANTUS: I don’t think so at all. 

SOCRATES: Nor have they listened sufficiently to fine and free arguments (λόγων … καλῶν τε καὶ 
ἐλευθέρων) that search out the truth in every way for the sake of knowledge but that keep away 
from the sophistications and eristic quibbles that, both in public trials and in private gatherings, 
aim at nothing except reputation and disputation. (Republic 498e-499a) 

 
Does Plato think there’s a kind of freedom that rhetoric can promote in others? 
 
Consider Socrates’s water-carrier myth in the Gorgias: 

- Callicles’s great speech (482c-486d) 
- Socrates cross-examines Callicles about the “superior man” (488b-491e) 
- Callicles’s promotion of hedonism (491e-492c) 
- Socrates’s water-carrier myth (492e-494a) 

 
Consider Socrates’s pastry-baking analogy in the Gorgias: 

(T10) Perhaps I’ve done a strange thing: I wouldn’t let you make long speeches (μακροὺς λόγους) and 
here I’ve just composed a lengthy one myself.  I deserve to be forgiven, though, for when I made 
my statements short (βραχέα) you didn’t understand (οὐκ ἐμάνθανες) and didn’t know how to deal 
with the answers I gave you, but you needed a narration (διηγήσεως).  So if I don’t know how to 
deal with your answers either, you must spin out a speech too. (465e-466a) 

 
Consider the relationship between lover and beloved in the Phaedrus: 

(T11) Now if the victory goes to the better elements in both their minds, which lead them to follow the 
assigned regimen of philosophy, their life here below is one of bliss and shared understanding. 
They are modest and fully in control of themselves now that they have enslaved the part that 
brought trouble into the soul and set free (ἐλευθερώσαντες) the part that gave it virtue (ἀρετή). 
After death, when they have grown wings and become weightless, they have won the first of 
three rounds in these, the true Olympic Contests. There is no greater good (οὗ μεῖζον ἀγαθόν) 
than this that either human self-control or divine madness can offer a man. (256a-b) 

 

         
                       

                   
               

                
                

               
                

             

                   
               

                
                

               
                

             

                
        

                 
              

            
            

           
         

          

                   
                 
                 
               

                
                

        

                   
                
                

                
                

                 
          

                   
                

                
               

                
                

             

                   
                

                 
              

               
               

                

                   
                

                 
           

              
                

                   
 

                   
                

                
              

               
                

                   
 

                   
                

            
              

               
                 

                  
   

                   
                

             
              

              
                

                 
      

                   
                

             
              

            
                 

                
        

                   
                

             
              

            
                 

                
        

                   
                

             
              

            
                 

                
         

                   
                

             
              

            
                 

                
         

      Consider the Theuth/Thamus myth in the Phaedrus:

                   
                

             
              

            
                 

                
         

In fact, it [sc. writing] will introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they will not 
practice using their memory because they will put their trust in writing, which is external (ἔξωθεν) 
and depends on signs that belong to others, instead of recollecting (ἀναµιµνῃσκοµένους) from 
the inside (ἔνδοθεν) themselves by themselves (αὐτοὺς ὑφ’ αὑτῶν). You have not discovered a 
potion for remembering (µνήµης), but for reminding (ὑποµνήσεως); you provide your students 
with the appearance of wisdom, not with its reality. Your invention will enable them to hear many 
things without being properly taught, and they will imagine that they have come to know much 
while for the most part they will know nothing. (275a-b)

(T12)


