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‘Political Equality in the Gorgias’ 

The Gorgias/Gorgias Conference: The Sicilian Orator and the Platonic Dialogue 
 

T1. Plato, Gorgias 507e6-508a8 
‘Now the wise men say, Callicles, that heaven and earth, gods and men are bound by community and 

friendship and order and temperance and justice; and that is why they call this whole universe the 

‘world-order’, not ‘disorder’ or ‘intemperance’, my friend. But I think you don’t heed them, though 

you’re wise yourself. You haven’t noticed that geometrical equality (ἡ ἰσότης ἡ γεωμετρικὴ) has great 

power among gods and men; you think you should practice taking more (πλεονεξία), because you are 

heedless of geometry’.1 

 

T2. Archytas, Fragment 2 (transl. Huffman) 
There are three means in music: one is the arithmetic, the second geometric and the third sub-contrary 

[, which they call “harmonic”]. The mean is arithmetic, whenever three terms are in proportion by 

exceeding one another in the following way: by that which the first exceeds the second, by this the 

second exceeds the third. And in this proportion (analogia) it turns out that the interval of the greater 

terms is smaller and that of the smaller greater. The mean is geometric, whenever they [the terms] are 

such that as the first is to the second so the second is to the third. Of these [terms] the greater and the 

lesser make an equal interval. The mean is subcontrary, which we call harmonic, whenever they [the 

terms] are such that, by which part of itself the first term exceeds the second, by this part of the third 

the middle exceeds the third. It turns out that, in this proportion, the interval of the greater terms is 

greater and that of the lesser is less. 

 

T3. Plato, Gorgias 483b4-c8 
‘But in my view those who lay down the rules are the weak men, the many (οἱ πολλοί). And so they lay 

down the rules and assign their praise and blame with their eye on themselves and their own advantage. 

They terrorise the stronger men capable of having more (πλέον ἔχειν); and to prevent these men from 

having more (πλέον ἔχωσιν) than themselves they say that taking more (τὸ πλεονεκτεῖν) is shameful 

and unjust, and that doing injustice is this, seeking to have more (τὸ πλέον) than other people; they are 

satisfied, I take it, if they themselves have an equal share (τὸ ἴσον ἔχωσιν) when they’re inferior. That’s 

why by rule this is said to be unjust and shameful, to seek to have more (τὸ πλέον) than the many, and 

they call that doing injustice’. 

 

 

 
1 All translations of the Gorgias are from Irwin (1979). 
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T4. Plato, Gorgias 483c8-484a2 
‘But I think nature itself shows this, that it is just (δίκαιόν) for the better man to have more (πλέον ἔχειν) 

than the worse, and the more powerful than the less powerful. Nature shows that this is so in many 

areas—among other animals, and in whole cities and races of men, that the just stands decided in this 

way—the superior rules over the weaker and has more (ἄρχειν καὶ πλέον ἔχειν). For what sort of justice 

did Xerxes rely on when he marched against Greece, or his father against the Scythians? And you could 

mention innumerable other such things. But I think these men do these things according to nature—the 

nature of the just; yes, by Zeus, by the rule of nature, though no doubt not by the rule we lay down—

we mould the best and strongest among us, taking them from youth up, like lions, and tame them by 

spells and incantations over them, until we enslave them, telling them they ought to have equal shares 

(τὸ ἴσον), and that this is the fine and the just’. 

 

T5. Plato, Gorgias 488b2-6 
‘But now repeat for me again from the beginning—how do you say the just (τὸ δίκαιον ἔχειν) is, you 

and Pindar—the just by nature (τὸ κατὰ φύσιν)? Is it for the superior man (τὸν κρείττω) to remove by 

force (βίᾳ) what belongs to the inferior men, and for the better man (τὸν βελτίω) to rule worse men, and 

for the nobler man (τὸν ἀμείνω) to have more (πλέον ἔχειν) than the baser man? You aren’t saying that 

the just (δίκαιον) is anything else, are you? Or do I remember correctly?’ 

 

T6. Socrates’ dialectical proof (my formulation): 
(a) the superior (τὸ κρεῖττον) and the better (τὸ βέλτιον) and the stronger (τὸ ἰσχυρότερον) man are 

one and the same (ταὐτόν) 

(b) the many are superior (κρείττους) to the one according to nature (κατὰ φύσιν) 

(c) the rules laid down by the many (οἱ πολλοὶ) are the rules of the superior men (οἱ κρείττους) 

(d) these are also the rules of the better men (τῶν βελτιόνων), since the superior are the same as the 

better (οἱ βελτίους)  

(e) thus, the rules of the many (οἱ πολλοὶ/οἱ κρείττους/οἱ βελτίους) are fine by nature (κατὰ φύσιν 

καλά) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Stephanos Stephanides 18.11.21 
ss2461@cam.ac.uk 

 - 3 - 

 

T7. Plato, Gorgias 488e7-489a4, 489a8-b1 
‘Then don’t the many recognise this rule, as you were saying yourself just now, that having an equal 

share is just (δίκαιον εἶναι τὸ ἴσον ἔχειν) and doing injustice is more shameful than suffering it? Is that 

so, or not? And mind you aren’t caught being ashamed here. Do the many recognise the rule, or do they 

not, that having an equal share (τὸ ἴσον ἔχειν), not having more is just (οὐ τὸ πλέον δίκαιον εἶναι), and 

that doing injustice is more shameful than suffering it? […] Then it’s not only by rule that doing 

injustice is more shameful than suffering it, or that having an equal share is just (δίκαιον τὸ ἴσον ἔχειν), 

but also by nature’. 

 

T8. Plato, Gorgias 490a1-4, 490a6-8 
‘Then often one wise man is superior to thousands with no wisdom, on your account and he should rule 

over them, and they should be ruled and the ruler should have more than the ruled […] For this is what 

I think the just by nature is (φύσει)—that the man who is better (τὸ βελτίω) and wiser (φρονιμώτερον) 

should rule (ἄρχειν) over the lower men, and have more (πλέον ἔχειν) than them’. 

 

T9. Plato, Gorgias 491a7-b4 

‘First of all I say who the superior men (τοὺς κρείττους) are—I don’t say shoemakers or cooks; they’re 

whoever are wise in the city’s affairs, about how to govern it well, (τὰ τῆς πόλεως πράγματα φρόνιμοι 

ὦσιν, ὅντινα ἂν τρόπον εὖ οἰκοῖτο), and not only wise, but also brave, and capable of fulfilling what 

they intend—and who don’t slacken because of softness of soul’. 

 

T10. Plato, Laws 757a1-c6 (transl. Griffin) 
‘Slaves and masters can never be friends. Nor can scoundrels and honest men, even if they are declared 

to be equal in terms of public recognition, since equality between people are not equal—and the absence 

of any sense of proportion—amounts to inequality. Either of these things will fill a state with civil 

unrest. There is an old—and true—saying, that ‘equality creates friendship’. Quite correct, and very 

much to the point. But if we ask, what is the exact nature of the equality which has this effect, it is 

anything but clear, and we struggle to find answer. 

Equality comes in two forms, which, though they both have the same name, are really, in many 

respects, almost diametrically opposed. The first (i) is the equality of measurement, weights, and 

number, and applying it to the distribution of public honours is within the capacity of any city—or any 

lawgiver; they can use the drawing of lots to ensure equality. But (ii) the truest and best equality is not 

immediately obvious to everybody. It leaves the decision to Zeus, and its effect on mankind is always 

the same: it helps them but rarely, though whenever it does help either cities or individuals, it is the 

cause of all things good, since it allocates more to what is greater and less to what is lesser (τῷ μὲν γὰρ 
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μείζονι πλείω, τῷ δ᾽ ἐλάττονι σμικρότερα νέμει), and by giving each of them a measure related to its 

nature—in the case of public honours, greater honours to those whose endowment of human goodness 

is greater, and lesser honours to those whose endowment of goodness and education is the opposite—

duly allocates to each class what is appropriate to it’. 

 

T11. Plato, Gorgias 452d5-8, 452e1-8 

‘It is in reality the greatest good, Socrates, and is responsible for freedom for a man and himself, and at 

the same time for rule over others in his own city […] I say it is the power to persuade by speech 

jurymen in the jury-court, council-men in the Council Chamber, assembly-men in the Assembly, and 

in every other gathering, whatever political gathering there may be. And I tell you, with this power you 

will hold the doctor as your slave (δοῦλον), the trainer as your slave (δοῦλον)—and this money-maker 

here will turn out to make money for someone else—not for himself, but for you with the power to 

speak and persuade the masses’. 

 

T12. Gorgias, Encomium of Helen (6)  
For by nature the stronger (τὸ κρεῖσσον) is not prevented by the weaker (τοῦ ἥσσονος), but the weaker 

is ruled and led (ἄρχεσθαι καὶ ἄγεσθαι) by the stronger, and the stronger directs (ἡγεῖσθαι), the weaker 

follows (ἕπεσθαι). 

 

T13. Plato, Epistle VII 326b5-d6 (transl. Morrow) 

Such was the conviction I had when I arrived in Italy and Sicily for the first time. When I arrived and 

saw what they call there the “happy life”—a life filled with Italian and Syracusan banquets, with men 

gorging themselves twice a day and never sleeping alone at night, and following all the other customs 

that go with this was of living—I was profoundly displeased. For no man under heaven who has 

cultivated such practises from his youth could possibly grow up to be wise (φρόνιμος)—so miraculous 

a temper is against nature—or become temperate (σώφρων), or indeed acquire any other part of virtue. 

Nor could any city enjoy tranquillity, no matter how good its laws, when its men think they must spend 

their all on excesses (ὑπερβολάς), and be easygoing about everything except the feasts and the drinking 

bouts and the pleasures of love that they pursue with professional zeal. These cities are always changing 

into tyrannies, or oligarchies, or democracies, while the rulers in them will not even hear mention of a 

just and equitable constitution (δικαίου δὲ καὶ ἰσονόμου). 
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