
1 
 

FONTE ARETUSA 

Gorgias Conference – Siracusa, November 2021 

 

 

Livio Rossetti  

The Very Recent Rediscovery of Gorgias’ Provocative Ideas 

 

1. 

Let me begin by mentioning a book published by Cambridge Univ. Press in 1981: The Sophistic 

Movement, by the late George Kerferd. Forty or fifty years ago, Professor Kerferd was considered 

the highest authority in the world on the Sophists. He dared to declare, with commendable  

intellectual honesty, that “The interpretation of what Gorgias is saying is difficult, and we are 

certainly not yet even in sight of an agreed understanding of its overall significance, let alone its 

detailed arguments” (1981, 93). His claim was well-grounded since, as I’ll try to show in a moment, 

from many points of view Gorgias had remained a riddle until those years.  

Philologists of the nineteenth century had claimed several times that the Helen and the Palamedes 

were of dubious authenticity; specialists in Greek philosophy were and remained under the 

influence of Plato, and therefore were accustomed to look at the Sophists with tenacious 

prejudices (and basic distrust) although Hegel had made a crucial step in the opposite direction 

when argued that Socrates, and then Plato and Aristotle were unconceivable without the previous 

Sophistic ‘antithesis’, and although, towards the end of the 19th century, George Grote did his best 

to reconsider the Sophists and leave aside some tenacious prejudices. A foundational change 

occurred when Hermann Diels entered the Sophists into his mastery work, Die Fragmente der 

Vorsokratiker (first edition 1903). As for the twentieth century, it was devoted, for the most part, 

to a comprehensive rehabilitation of the Sophists, and therefore also of Gorgias. This 

rehabilitation culminated with Kerferd’s book and another book by a Sicilian scholar, Giuseppe 

Mazzara, his Gorgia ontologo e metafisico (1982).  

Nevertheless, until this period Gorgias’ writings remained almost incomprehensible, indeed 

exceptionally refractory to every effort to understand them. In 1971 William Keith Chambers 

Guthrie, for instance, assumed that Gorgias was essentially a rhetorician and accepted the 

relativism proclaimed by Protagoras. The novelty, richness and depth of Gorgias’ thought escaped 

Guthrie completely. Meanwhile, Kerferd and Mazzara concentrated their attention on Gorgias the 

philosopher and left totally aside Gorgias the master in communication. In 1983 John Poulakos 

authored a study of the Helen where his basic claim was that it was meant to be a solemn 

encomium of rhetoric, and in 1986 Gualtiero Calboli (also an authority) continued to see in 

Gorgias’ writings only a set of rhetorical figurae. Up to that point in time, Gorgias remained 

literally unknown, both as a supreme master of communication and as an extremely penetrating 

mind (a philosopher ante litteram). 

However, a sort of revolution began in 1982 at a Conference held in Athens when Anthony Long 

opened the avenue to a better understanding of the Palamedes. It continued in 1983 (at a 
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conference held in Catania and Leontinoi, i.e. Lentini) when I began to explore the strategic idea 

governing the PTMO, i.e. Peri tou mē ontos = On Not-Being (I’ll enter into greater details about it in 

a moment) and in 1987, when some attention was paid, for the very first time, to the Helen as a 

text devoted to account for the multiple limits of the will because of which one is not properly 

responsible for his/her behaviour.  

The enlightening paper by Tony Long was followed by some key remarks from Alonso Tordesillas 

(1990) and an admirable master’s dissertation on Gorgias’ Palamedes by Francesca Francesconi (in 

the same year, 1990), while, few years later, another book by Giuseppe Mazzara (1999) 

convincingly argued, i.e., that the third claim of the PTMO (this point too will be dealt with in the 

sequel) is not so absolute as it could seem, since for Gorgias it was enough to suggest that what 

can be communicated is what is likely, not what is true. As for the Helen, in contrast, most scholars 

continued to debate Gorgias’ theories of speech (Velardi 1990), gorgiazein (Mureddu 1991), 

Gorgias’ idea of ‘poetical truth’ (Pórtulas 1991), persuasion (Porter 1993), and play (paignion: Nöel 

1994), while failing to grasp the disguised treatise on the limits of will (and responsibility for one’s 

behaviour) that, as I presume to be able show in a moment, it undoubtedly is. 

Unless I am seriously wrong, only in 2012, with the superb Gorgia epidittico by Stefania Giombini, 

did somebody begin to pay explicit attention to the limits of the will (Helen), and also to 

contradiction (Palamedes) and other truly relevant features of this writer. 

This means that the scholarly community was seriously unprepared to understand the three works 

of Gorgias that are best known to us, and the mind lying behind them, to the point that until the 

eighties (20th century), i.e. until less than forty years ago, he remained basically obscure and 

substantially inaccessible, while at that point something changed once for all, and not because of a 

new papyrus or of other chance discoveries. Unless I am seriously wrong, this sort of revolution 

was only a matter of mental concentration, of appropriate categories to be identified and 

employed. To understand Gorgias proved to be a matter of appropriate categories. Fantastic, isn’t 

it?  

 

2. 

An implicit assumption of all this is that an impressive delay occurred in the process leading to our 

current understanding of Gorgias. Something of the sort also occurred with reference to other 

ancient authors too, but it is one thing to pay greater attention to this and lesser attention to that; 

and quite another, it seems to me, this sort of collective blindness that made it impossible for a 

prestigious scholarly community to realize, for instance, that the Helen is a disguised treatise on 

the limits of the will.  

Well, in order to deal with this disguised treatise, let me just show how the Helen begins and 

finishes. 

In § 6 we read: 

 ἢ γὰρ Τύχης βουλήμασι καὶ θεῶν βουλεύμασι καὶ Ἀνάγκης ψηφίσμασιν ἔπραξεν ἃ ἔπραξεν, ἢ 

βίαι ἁρπασθεῖσα, ἢ λόγοις πεισθεῖσα, <ἢ ἔρωτι ἁλοῦσα>.  
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For it was either [1a] by the designs of Fortune, [1b] the plans of the gods, and [1c] the decrees of 

Necessity that she did what she did, or [2] because she was seized by force, or [3] persuaded by 

words <, or [4] overcome by love>.  

In § 20, i.e. towards the conclusion, we read: 

πῶς οὖν χρὴ δίκαιον ἡγήσασθαι τὸν τῆς Ἑλένης μῶμον, ἥτις εἴτ’ ἐρασθεῖσα εἴτε λόγωι πεισθεῖσα 

εἴτε βίαι ἁρπασθεῖσα εἴτε ὑπὸ θείας ἀνάγκης ἀναγκασθεῖσα ἔπραξεν ἃ ἔπραξε, πάντως 

διαφεύγει τὴν αἰτίαν; 

How then ought one consider the blame for Helen as being just, given that, it she did what she did 

because [1] she had fallen in love or [2] had been persuaded by speech or [3] had been seized with 

force or [4] had been constrained by divine constraint, on every count she is acquitted the 

accusation? 

No unfathomable mystery surfaces here. Gorgias quite clearly lists four possible sorts of conditions 

that may have affected Helen but could affect everybody else. He does not say openly that the 

story of Helen is a sort of paradigm suitable to be generalized. He just gives his list in a certain 

order at the beginning, and in the reverse order at the end, while in the body of his speech he 

devotes to each of the four possible conditions an ad hoc section in an orderly fashion. Of course, 

if things are so (as they are), then why shouldn’t we see in this speech a disguised treatise but just 

a solemn encomium of rhetoric, a theory of speech, a way of gorgiazein, a ‘poetical truth’, 

persuasion, or play, or no matter what?  

After all, Gorgias lived in a society where it was very common to claim the involuntariness of most 

criminal behaviours. To see this, it is enough to browse the texts of the Greek orators, so many of 

which have survived, to see how often they claim that their client was momentarily blinded, 

perhaps by a god, or at least by a overwhelming emotion, and cannot bear the responsibility for 

what he did in a state of blindness. The speeches simply do not try to tell why he did what he did. 

The further interesting point is that from Homer to Aristotle a number of texts openly invite the 

audience to see in such situations nothing but faith and opportunism.  

This occurs, to begin with, in the very first page of the Odyssey (verses 32 ff.) when Zeus opens the 

council of the gods and complains that too often men attribute the responsibility for their faults to 

them. In the same vein are writings from Democritus, fr. 19 DK (“Men devised the phantom of 

fortune in order to mask their recklessness”), Aristophanes, Clouds 1080 (“then you can put the 

blame on Zeus”), Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris 389 f. (“they are murderers, nevertheless they shift 

their guilt on divinity”), the same Euripides, Trojan women in two interconnected passages, 

namely 948 (“tēn theon kolaze, blame the goddess as well”) and 982 ff. (“don't tell me goddesses 

are stupid for the sole purpose of embellishing your misdeeds!”), Sophocles, Philoctetes 991 (“Are 

you making up that gods are liars?”), and finally Aristotle, EN 3.1, 1111a27-9: “Isn't it ridiculous to 

say that we do noble acts voluntarily and the base acts involuntarily?”. 

 So many references are such as to assure that, in Gorgias’ time, the awareness that many denials 

of responsibility were based on a measure of bad faith was rather widespread. So it is quite 

plausible for Gorgias to offer an ordered survey of all these denials, not without adding, for his 

part, a smile. 
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Therefore, the passage on the power of words and therefore of speeches (or, if you prefer, of 

persuasion), something which – we read – “is able to stop fear, to suppress pain, to arouse joy, to 

increase compassion ... it does not have the traits, but has the same power as necessity ... and 

shapes the soul as it wants” (§ 8, 12-13) is but a tirade included in his survey of how people tried 

to deny the responsibility for crimes and other shameful events. Moreover, no conventional 

treatise on the topic is known; so, that of Gorgias must have been unique in the field. Therefore, it 

was (and is) indeed representative and important precisely as a disguised treatise. Every other 

feature of the Helen is a mere part of such a whole. 

  

3. 

Let me now devote some attention to the Palamedes. This is a masterful speech of defense. 

Palamedes, a Homeric hero, was supposedly accused of high treason by Odysseus, and this is his 

defense speech in front of a jury. Neither the prosecutor nor the accused can produce 

eyewitnesses, so the Gorgianic Palamedes is a rare, and impressive, logos whose qualifying feature 

is precisely this: its ability to offer a convincing set of arguments in support of Palamedes’ 

innocence (its main demonstrandum) even if no material evidence can be produced. In this way, a 

dizzying logos amarturos (a plea not supported by martures, i.e. eyewitnesses), where reasons 

capable of convincing despite the supposed absence of any proof, surfaces.  

Palamedes begins his self-defense with the claim that what raises one’s fear is not death but 

rather being executed with dishonor instead of dying peacefully. He says in § 2, about these two 

options, that “one is fully in your hands, judges, while the other is in mine. I have justice, you 

violence”. His second claim is that his accuser, Odysseus, either declares falsehoods or deludes 

himself that he knows what he does not know, whereas ‘I’ am certain to be innocent. Then (§ 5): 

“How could I give evidence about what failed to occur? You, the judges, cannot pretend that from 

me!” If the first two claims were meant to intimidate both the jurors and the prosecutor, the last 

one is meant to establish the legitimacy of the present logos amarturos. 

Next come a couple of pertinent arguments which a French scholar, Alonso Tordesillas, acutely 

labelled as a parallel connection and a series connection. To this effect Professor Tordesillas 

borrowed from electrotechnics. We have a 'parallel connection' when a set of bulbs can continue 

to work even when one or two of them burned out, and a 'series connection' when either each of 

them work correctly or the whole set goes out. Well, Palamedes’ first claim is that, even supposing 

that he wanted to betray the Greek army, he would not have been able to perform treason; then 

that, even if he would have been able to perform it, he could not have wanted to. To this effect 

Palamedes considers in detail what would need to have happened (behaviours, opportunities, 

facts) in order to yield a betrayal, and which subjective conditions would have been strictly 

necessary in order to want  to mount so demanding a betrayal. Thanks to a detailed examination 

of both lines of thought, he first turns off the light from each bulb, and then from the entire set.  

Palamedes’ conclusion is that Odysseus’ accusation bears the mark of incompetence (he failed to 

consider all that has been analytically examined in the central body of this speech) and, 

furthermore, that he portrayed Palamedes as simultaneously cunning and stupid (or even insane), 
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which is manifestly impossible, these claims being patently contradictory (§ 25). Therefore, 

Odysseus cannot be reliable in his accusation.  

Please note the explicit use of the notion of contradiction occurring well before Aristotle, an 

impossibility that resurfaces in the other Gorgianic work we know rather well, his On not-being, or 

On nature. 

With its conclusion, Gorgias’ Palamedes attains a truly argumentative vertigo. It is easy to grasp 

how demanding such an attempt must have been. Besides, this is a model, quite unparalleled, of 

how to get around the difficulty of providing direct evidence to establish a fact. Nevertheless, it 

seldom happens that scholars acknowledge the excellence of its architecture, and I can only 

welcome the renewed attention it is receiving here in Siracusa.  

But even more surprising is the lack of attention to Gorgias’ use of contradiction in the Palamedes. 

For here he presents a powerful rhetorical (and juridical) argument: if you say that I am 

simultaneously cunning and stupid (or even insane), it is rather your mental sanity to be doubted.  

All in all, the Palamedes is a speech marked by a very coherent project, with each element 

showing an uncommon degree of functionality from the point of view of its leading ideas. 

 

4.  

A third writing by Gorgias had even greater ambitions. It is the work known as the PTMO, i.e., the 

Peri tou mē ontos ē peri physeōs (“On not-being, or On Nature”). This writing of his has not 

survived. It is known, mostly, thanks to a couple of surprisingly competent (and complementary) 

summaries. His argument is notoriously governed by this set of claims: “nothing exists; but 

supposing that my argument fails, you will concede at least this, that nothing of what exists can be 

known; and supposing that even my second claim is unconvincing, you will acknowledge at least 

this, that nothing of what exists and is known can be communicated”. An implicit cauda is as 

follows: “Now let us suppose you will concede my third claim. Well, because of that, you should be 

prepared to reconsider my second claim too. Now, if so, you should be prepared to reconsider my 

first claim too, that nothing exists”.  

Clearly, what Gorgias mounted was a spectacular tour de force, extremely ambitious. Just 

consider: “nothing exists”, “nothing can be known”, “Nothing can be communicated”. One is 

tempted to continue with Leibniz (little more than two thousand years later), “Each of us is a 

Monad, totally closed in on itself”, and if we are totally closed in ourselves, is there something that 

we really know?  

A couple of further remarks may be in order. First, please consider Gorgias’ primary claim, that 

nothing exists. It is clearly meant as a destruction of the Parmenidean ‘orthodoxy’ (established, de 

facto, by Melissus) on being. But what does it mean? That “for the reasons to be given, neither I, 

nor you, nor whatever other thing does exist”. Despite its attractiveness, this clearly is the most 

untenable of all statements, since it is affected by a patent pragmatic contradiction: I am telling 

you something about us, and there are signs that you are understanding me, therefore; how could 

I, or you, be nonexistent? Gorgias was hardly unaware of this potential contradiction, but he is 
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waiting that each hearer or reader perceives it for him/herself and pays some attention to it 

independently. Clearly, it could escape one’s attention, but hopefully only that of some people. 

Well, an almost unilateral admiration for Parmenides as the father of Metaphysics survived 

(indeed prospered) with Heidegger and Sartre (plus many other scholars) during the whole 

twentieth century, and this without the least suspicion of how penetrating Gorgias’ objections 

were to Parmenides’ basic assumption, that nonbeing does not exist. Indeed, who could deny that 

nonbeing is something well identified (a notion)? 

Gorgias insisted on thus point when arguing that not-being both is and is not, although it cannot 

both be something and, at the same time, nothing. Why it is likely to be and not to be? Let me 

expand this point a little. Nonbeing does not exist by definition, as its name shows. However, 

because nonbeing is a notion known to us, and we agree in naming it though having different 

ideas about it (indeed there is some discussion about it, with sustained arguments, speeches, 

verses, disagreements), it is something quite definite. What is it? It is what we sometimes talk 

about. Therefore it does exist. Indeed, its existence has something in common with the existence 

of centaurs, cyclops, sphinxes etc. Isn’t it that each of them is even more often the subject of 

definite tales, despite their ascertainable nonexistence as physical objects? So nonbeing enjoys the 

same existence as centaurs and the like. 

The latter point evokes what in our times is known as ‘noetic existence’, i.e. what we identify only 

mentally and then speak about in pertinent ways. The very idea of noetic existence was a creation 

of Alexius Meinong in his Gegenstandstheorie (“theory of objects“), that is dated 1904. According 

to Meinong, the set of existing objects includes a great variety of merely mental objects, not only 

the monsters of mythology but also the square circle, sisters-in-law, and also (we could add) such 

notions as hashtags, podcasts, fake news, asymptomatic patients, and so on. This is just to guess 

how far forward Gorgias was able to look (and see).  

And now a word on Gorgias’ third main claim: “for the reasons to be given, I will convince you that 

no communication between me and you is possible. In order to convince you that this claim is 

tenable, and perhaps unobjectionable, I must entertain a communication with you where you 

understand me, and possibly acknowledge the force of my argument. But the content of this 

communication would be that we’re not communicating at all, since (my claim is that) no 

communication is possible.”  

Do you capture the contradiction? I am showing you why no communication between us is 

possible. The pragmatic contradiction is patent, but totally implicit; it is subtle, and can easily 

escape one’s attention, isn’t it? Gorgias worked a lot on contradiction; he is likely to have had very 

definite ideas on it and multiple ways of exploiting it. 

These points should be enough, I presume, to support my conclusion, that Gorgias’ mind was 

incredibly penetrating,  a creative mind of the highest degree, and creative in many different 

directions. An additional merit of his is that, like Zeno of Elea, he showed no hurry (thus no need) 

to establish a doctrine of his own. He seems to have done his best in order to ensure that his ideas 

were appreciated for their creativeness, for their attitude at being stimulating, while he seems 

scarcely interested in the possibility that they would credit his claim as true. Indeed, to accept his 
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paradoxical claims at face value would have counted as a patent, misunderstanding. 

Understanding would have meant not to take his arguments at face value, not be persuaded of 

Helen’s innocence, nor of Palamedes’ innocence, nor of the impossibility of communication, nor of 

the impossibility of knowledge, and to a greater degree of a supposed universal nonexistence. This 

is fantastic: in these three texts we’re discovering a great mind doing his best to persuade us ‘only’ 

of patently false claims. I repeat: we’re discovering a great mind doing his best to persuade us of 

patently false claims, and nothing else. 

 

5.  

At this point I can only thank very warmly Heather Reid for having repeatedly invited me here, 

since it is only because of her insistence that I am now becoming aware of how near Gorgias was 

to Zeno. This point probably is totally unknown to the scholarly literature, but please consider the 

following: Zeno is known for having done his best to claim that Achilles will never reach the turtle, 

that a runner will never begin his run, that the arrow is unable to reach its target and so on, and he 

too expected to encounter some clever people wanting to do their best to untie his knots and 

dissolve his arguments, and finally claim that in reality Achilles is perfectly able to reach a turtle 

and so on.  

Now Gorgias. Can we presume that he wanted to be taken at face value, convincing us for instance 

that Palamedes really deserved to be acquitted, or that nothing exists? Unlikely. Well, can we 

presume, on the contrary, that he wanted not to be taken at face value? Yes. But what could it 

mean not to be taken at face value? Could we assume that his claims are all antiphrastic and, to 

choose another paradigmatic example, that according to him everybody is fully free and therefore 

fully responsible for his/her behaviour, that neither gods or misfortune, nor persuasion, force, 

deceits or love are able to condition one’s behaviour? If it were so, we should probably presume 

that according to Gorgias, contradiction is irrelevant, everything does exist, centaurs, cyclops and 

sphinxes included, both knowledge and correct communication are at hand despite his own 

arguments against?  

Clearly we cannot go so far. Neither the first nor the second option is really viable. So, where lies 

the key? Gorgias puts us seriously in trouble. No identifiable teaching of his really surfaces. He 

rather raises immense questions while doing nothing at all to show the way to his personal 

convictions on individual points.  

Zeno was labelled sometimes “a philosopher without philosophy”. Should we label Gorgias this 

way too? The word ‘philosopher’ is misleading, since it was a neologism coined by Plato, and the 

question goes well beyond names. It seems that Gorgias was tremendous in his subtle intellectual 

provocations, and if he wanted his personal opinions to remain hidden, he was totally successful. 

But his was not mere rhetoric, since he launched ideas worth being explored in depth: freedom of 

the will, noetic existence compared to other kinds of existence, gnoseology, theory of 

communication, contradiction. All are topics studied in depth even now, still are the subjects of 

scholarly books as well as international conferences, and listed in every philosophical 

encyclopaedia.  
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So Gorgias was much more that a master in communication or, if you prefer, a great rhetorician, 

but with him we find ourselves even more seriously in trouble than with Zeno. While Zeno helped 

us to acquire a certain familiarity with the infinitely small, space, relative movement and a 

considerable number of other notions, thanks to Gorgias we really come to get progressively 

aware of the infinitely small intricacies of our language, but the doubtful innocence of Helen and 

Palamedes, the impossibility of communication, the impossibility of knowledge, and a supposed 

universal nonexistence open the avenue to what precisely? In comparison, the Gorgianic riddles 

are much more insidious, I surmise.   

And, as you see, all of these are additional attempts to turn on the bulbs. For there is still a lot to 

discover about this writer. 

 

6. 

It remains to consider the little we know about other writings of Gorgias. A detailed survey would 

be out of place here, however something should be said.  

In a very fine passage preserved by Syrianus (82B6 DK) scholars found the beginning of another 

masterful – and unmistakeable – writing of Gorgias: a very promising funeral oration. What I can 

say about this masterpiece is that it could be compared to the bronzes of Riace as a superb 

portrayal of idealized Greek warriors, and would perhaps remain on par. 

A few words, now, on the sentence, preserved by Plutarch (82B23 DK), according to which theatre 

is marked by a kind of deception whereby the one who deceives is more just than the one who 

does not deceive, and whoever lets himself be deceived is wiser than the one who doesn’t. This 

time there is little doubt about what Gorgias wanted to suggest, that theatre is a very special kind 

of deception worth being considered without distrust, indeed, with confidence, to the point that 

persisting in distrust would be simply stupid. But the way chosen to suggest this is paradigmatic: 

just a few words suitable to generate original thoughts in each of us and remain impressed in our 

minds. 

However, to our surprise, this remark already supposes a society where communication is central, 

as ours is today, and where spectators are encouraged to experience intensely what happens 

before them on the scene (or the arena). That it could be formulated before 400 BC is impressive. 

No other mind could have conceived it more than twenty-four centuries ago!  

Gorgias certainly did more than this, but this is, basically, all we know about him. Still, it is a lot. 

Indeed, Gorgias seems to me a first-order thinker and writer, comparable perhaps only to Plato.  

Agreed? 

A momentous consequence follows: it is not at all easy to account for what was devised by 

Gorgias. His mind goes in many directions, and each time he goes very far. Indeed, I have never 

read, so far, an account of Gorgias where his creativity is adequately accounted for. I myself have 

devoted some papers to him and am largely dissatisfied of what I wrote.  
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And you? Please go mentally to the Gorgias that is familiar to you, or the Gorgias of the books you 

have recently read on him. Did you find comprehensive accounts of the ideas he launched? I 

didn’t, but I may be wrong, or not up to date, and you may well be better informed than me. So, I 

repeat, did you find books where an adequate appreciation of him surfaces? and more generally, 

how do you imagine him? Please tell me what you think about that. 

 

 


