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1. Puzzles about the Dialogue 

 

The Skopos: Rhetoric or the Best Life? 

 If Rhetoric, why Gorgias’ minor role? 

 If the Best Life, why is the dialogue named for Gorgias? 
 

Plato’s Explanation of Socrates’ Execution? 

 If so, what is the explanation provided by the dialogue? 

 And why does it require such an elaborate exposition? 
 

The Radicality of the Opposition of Socrates and Callicles  

 Why is the antipathy so deep? 

 Why can’t rational argument bridge the opposition? 
 

No Historical Traces of Callicles 

   Is he a Platonic invention? 

   What does he represent? 
 

  The Unusual Structure of the Dialogue: 4 Interlocutors and 3 Consecutive Conversations 

   Previous accounts of the structure haven’t resolved the puzzles 

   How are the conversations and interlocutors related to one another? 

 

2. The Structural Puzzle 
 

  Olympiodorus’  (6th Century) Solution: The Causes of Constitutional Well-Being 

   Socrates & Gorgias: The Creative Cause – Rhetoric or Philosophy? 

   Socrates & Polus: The Formal Cause – Justice or Injustice? 

 Socrates & Callicles: The Final Cause – Pleasure or the Good? 

    Socrates: affinity with nous 

Gorgias: affinity with misguided nous: not corrupt, merely unclear, compliant 

    Polus : affinity with thumos: not corrupt, merely logically inconsistent 
    Callicles: affinity with epithumia: corrupt 

   The dialogue is about constitutional normativity and aberration 

 

                  E. R. Dodds’ (20th Century) Solution: Three Developments of a Single Force 

                              Polus: Spiritual Heir of Gorgias 

                              Callicles: Spiritual Heir of Polus 

                              Each conversation ‘broadens and deepens’ the discussion 

                                            Gorgias: most conventionally constrained, can’t say who he is 

                                            Polus: less constrained, answers for Gorgias 

                                            Callicles: unconstrained, knows who he is 

                              The dialogue moves from the superficial to the fundamental 
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3. A New Interpretation of the Structure 
 

                   Spiritual Kinship of the Three Interlocutors 

                                  All three are motivated by epithumia 

                                   

                    Movement of the Dialogue 

                                   Not  merely from surface to depth 

                                   But also from external to interior 

   

                     Unnoticed Dynamic: An Inverse Movement from Inner Depth to Outer Surface 

                                  Callicles’ inheritance from Gorgias and Polus is merely external rhetorical technique 

                                  Polus’ and Gorgias’ inheritance from Callicles is the interior rhetorical spirit 

                                            Polus’ unreasonable preference for wrongdoing over being wronged 

                                            Gorgias’ enthusiasm for freedom and power won through rhetoric 

  

                      Is Plato Peeling the Layers of a Single Personality? 

                                 Gorgias: the apparently noetic layer, oblivious to his spiritual corruption 

                                 Polus: the thumic layer, more attuned to his corrupt spirit 

                                 Callicles: the epithumic layer, shamelessly affirms his corrupt spirit 

 

4. Revisiting the Puzzles 

 

      Why is the dialogue named for Gorgias? 

                     Because Gorgias is the mask of the epithumic corruption to be exposed 

                     Rhetoric is epithumia masquerading as or impersonating nous 
             
       The reason for Socrates’ conviction and execution?  

                    Socrates exposed the corrupt spirit behind the mask of respectability 
 

        The source of the deep antipathy between Socrates and Callicles? 

                     The incommensurability of the well-ordered and the inverted, disordered soul 
 

         Who is Callicles? 

                    A depiction of the epitome of spiritual aberration: the tyrant 
 

         Conclusion 
 

         The structure of the Gorgias is dynamic and the movement is two-directional  

                     A movement downward and inward from Gorgias toward the corrupt Calliclean depths 

                     A movement upward and outward from Callicles toward the seemingly respectable Gorgian surface 

 

The very structure of the Gorgias is ironic  

           Epithumic Callicles is the soul or activating principle of seemingly noetic Gorgias 

                         The teacher, Gorgias, is really a puppet and the student, Callicles, is really the puppeteer  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


