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Both the historical Gorgias and Plato's Gorgias see the justification of the profession of the
rhetorician as grounded in the ontological claim that speeches exist as a distinct class of
things. Gorgias’s rhetoric purports to serve the interest of the Athenian aristocracy, whose
capacity for violence depends not on speech, but on familial wealth and on familial relations.
Gorgias argues that a sharing of things through common deliberation is in fact impossible.
The rule of one is always and everywhere the case, Gorgias claims, and that rule can be made
more effective by the art of verbal manipulation that Gorgias professes. Turning to Plato’s
dialogue Gorgias I show that Socrates in an important sense vindicates Gorgias by describing
the rhetoric as a kind of sauce-cookery capable of dressing things with appearances in speech.



It is impossible... to predicate anything concerning doctrines, methods, or
tendencies common or peculiar to all the Sophists. There were none such; nor
has the abstract word — "Die Sophistik" — any real meaning, except such
qualities (whatever they may be) as are inseparable from the profession or
occupation of public teaching — George Grote'

In On What is Not and in the Encomium of Helen, Gorgias professes an art that purports to

be a trick for the few to retain their control over the masses, or at least the few so hope.
Gorgias's tools are not so much manipulative as demobilizing: Gorgias wants to break our
faith in speech as persuasion and convince us that all human relations are relations of
physical violence, sometimes with fists and swords, whose material existence we readily
acknowledge, sometimes with speeches, for whose material existence Gorgias argues. After
expounding Gorgias's own account of the material being of speeches and his consequent
picture of rhetoric, I will explore the arguments and the action of Plato's Gorgias as a reply to

the project of the historical Gorgias that stands behind the Encomium of Helen and On What

M.z Both the historical Gorgias and Plato's Gorgias, [ will contend, offer as the
justification of the profession of the rhetorical master as grounded in the ontological claim
that speeches (logoi) exist as a distinct class of things.

Gorgias’s rhetoric is to be used within "democratic" institutions, but it is intended to
serve the interest of the traditional Greek aristocracy, whose capacity for violence does not
depend on speech, but rather on familial wealth and on familial relations.” The many can
only exercise violence to impose their decrees on the few if the many can be joined together
by common deliberation. Gorgias argues that a sharing of things through common
deliberation is in fact impossible: what seems like agreement is in fact simply the imposition
by one alone of his speech as a master-speech, a speech that one body among other bodies
uses to master the bodies (including the souls) of his audience. The rule of one is always and
everywhere the case, Gorgias claims, but that rule can be more effective insofar as the one
who rules has mastered the art of verbal manipulation that Gorgias professes and offers to

teach — to those wealthy young men who can afford his substantial fees. The rule of many,



especially the rule of an equal many, the regime first known as isonomia and later as
demokratia, cannot exist. The few, therefore, need not and ought not submit to the claim that
the many, the demos, does or should rule. Turning from the surviving Gorgianic texts to
Plato’s dialogue, Gorgias, I will show that Socrates interrogates Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles
in order to drive a wedge between the master Gorgias and his would-be student Callicles by
calling into question the aspirations that Gorgias’s art of rhetoric purports to serve.

Gorgias of Leontini (c. 490 — c. 380 BCE) -- ancient sources indeed attest that he
lived to be over a hundred -- was a Sicilian, but made his fame in Athens when he came in
427 on an embassy. Gorgias professed the art of speaking well, or perhaps the art of rhetoric,
rhetoriké.* We have inherited the Platonic problematic of defining Gorgias's profession in
relation to clearly conceived notions of the orator and the philosopher. Whether this
problematic is based on a genuinely adequate account of rhetoric is another matter.

Whatever Gorgias's profession was, he was enormously successful at it. He charged
high fees, and a golden statue was erected to him at in the sanctuary of the Pythian Apollo at
Delphi, where it would be seen by all the Greeks.” Of his writings very little survives: two

more-or-less complete display speeches, the Encomium of Helen and the Defense of

Palamedes, a text called "On What is Not" or "On Nature" that survives paraphrased in two
different presentations, and scattered fragments of other speeches and pronouncements.
Gorgias was notorious in antiquity for his style, which readers of Plato can sample in pastiche
in Polus's answer to Chaerophon (Gorgias 448c). The style is homophonic, jingly, with
balanced sentences and often seems to sacrifice meaning to the effect of sound. It is
enchanting, magical, bewitching.6 Though we contemporaries, "nattering nabobs of
negativism" all, affect to despise the Gorgianic style, his style was in fact enormously
influential, on later Greek prose, and on English in the Elizabethan age of "euphuism."”” One

can hear echoes of Gorgias even in the highest moment of American political rhetoric, in



Lincoln's Second Inaugural: "Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty
scourge of war shall speedily pass away.”8

The Encomium of Helen, is, as Gorgias puts it, a plaything (paignion, 21), whose

purpose is pleasure (terpsis, 5), and yet it is relentlessly and exhaustively logical.” Gorgias
moves systematically through three, or rather four, possible explanations for why Helen
abandoned her husband and went to Troy with Paris. Helen either did what she did by the

wishes of the Gods and the decrees of necessity; was seized by force (bia); was persuaded by

speech (the explanation to which Gorgias devotes the most attention); or acted out of love for
Paris, that is, she was stimulated erotically by the beautiful body of Paris Alexandros.
Gorgias then works through each possible explanation to show that Helen, if any of these
explanations holds, was not the true cause (aitia) of Helen's going to Troy with Paris.

In the Encomium of Helen Gorgias presents a doctrine of logos as material object,

albeit with the smallest, least manifest embodiment (smikrotatdi somati kai aphanestatoi, 8).
Robert Wardy writes that according to Gorgias "a logos is, or is like, a unique physical object
incapable of bilocation or cloning" -- but Wardy's "is like" simply shows the difficulty we
have in digesting such a materialist account of language.10

To overcome our logocentric dyspepsia, it is useful to look at the doctrine regarding
perception of Empedocles, attributed to Gorgias as well by Socrates in the Meno (76¢-e). On
that account images are effluvia (aporroai) produced by things. These flows are of the
material composition as the things that produce them, and they are also of the same material
composition as the organs of sense and thought by which we perceive them. As Empedocles
himself put it "By earth we see earth; by water, water; by aither, shining aither; but by fire,
blazing fire; love by love and strife by blazing strife."!! These material effluvia act on the
materially similar parts of our eyes, causing visual perceptions.

Gorgias's doctrine regarding speeches appears to be modeled after Empedocles'

doctrine regarding perception and thought.12 According to the Encomium of Helen, logoi are




material objects that move from the speaker to the listener and thereby alter the judgments
(doxai) of the listener's soul, which is likewise material." Speech, Gorgias writes in the

Encomium of Helen, impacts through the sense of hearing to produce changes in the souls of

the listeners: for speech “is able to stop fear and remove pain and to work up joy and make
pity grow” (8)." Gorgias shows the material effect of speech through the examples of the
effects of poetry and sorcerous incantations. Poetry inspires fear, pity, and longing not
though its meaning but through its meters, through the material effect of metrical rhythms,
while soothing incantations work as charms to produce in the bodies of their hearers or ease
their sorrows (9, 10)." Gorgias compares logos working on the soul to a drug working on the
body: “Just as different drugs expel different humors from the body, and some stop it from
being ill but others stop it from living, so too some speeches cause sorrow, some cause
pleasure, some cause fear, some give the hearers confidence, some drug and bewitch the soul
with some base persuasion” (14, tr. slightly modified from McDowell). Gorgias's psycho-
logical materialism, as Charles Segal has written, "treats the psyche as a tangible reality and
places its functions on a level of reasonable explicability coordinate with other physical
phenomena.”16

Speech is compulsion (anangkg), and it is a compelling force (bia), even as the force
of a forcible rapist is compelling (12)." "All who have and do persuade people mold a false
logos" (11), that is to say, they use a logos that alters the soul’s judgments but reveals nothing
of what is. The reader of the Encomium is thus liberated from the dichotomy between force
and persuasion which he had previously taken for granted.18 In the hands of a skilled
rhetorician, logos can form the soul as it wishes (13): no judgment or opinion can stand
before it, as can be seen from the effects of philosophic disputes. The effect of speech on the
soul is molding like the effect of sight on the soul. Hearing frightful speeches is like seeing

frightful sights (cf. Encomium 15-17): not because the speeches represent frightful things or



communicate them but because the speeches are themselves frightful. Logos operates on the
soul without being understood or interpreted.

Rhetoric, the art of speech, is thus implicitly revealed, in Charles Segal’s words, as "a
techne which can directly touch the psyche through a process of aesthetic and emotional
excitation, and hence guide or control human action.""’ Segal’s words "directly touch" are,
once again, for Gorgias not a metaphor but a description. Speech is a material thing that
impacts on the soul, another material thing, and artful speech or rhetoric moves the judgments
of the target soul or souls as the master of the art wishes. As I said above, the Encomium is a
plaything (paignion, 21), so that we are momentarily reassured that Gorgias is not trying to
bewitch, or move our embodied souls for his own purposes. Any such reassurance, however,
would of course be false.”

Gorgias's On What is Not or On Nature is a response, and it seems safe to say, a

parodic response, to Parmenidean and later Eleatic treatises on being. On What is Not has

come down to us in two later discussions: in Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians 1.65-

87, and in the treatise On Melissus, Xenophanes, Gorgias in the received corpus of the works

of Aristotle.”! Gorgias's original text apparently contended that we cannot say, know, or
communicate anything, by showing that we cannot say, know, or communicate that anything
is. Nothing exists — existence cannot truthfully be predicated of anything (Sextus Empiricus
1.65-76, MXG 979a10—33).22 If something exists, its existence cannot be thought. If
something’s existence can be thought, its existence cannot be communicated.

Things cannot be communicated because things are not logoi. I cannot communicate
what I see or hear, because I must speak logoi, not colors or sounds. We therefore cannot say
what is, because what we say exists in a different way from what is. Logos is a type of thing
alongside the other beings, brought into being by the impression of external things on the
speaker. Perceptions, therefore, cause logoi: a logos that predicates color (ho kata

chromatos) is caused by the color perception, but the logos does not reveal or signify the



color (Sextus Empiricus, Against the Logicians 1. 85-6). That perceptions cause logoi is

simply the inverse of the claim of the Helen that logoi alter judgments and perceptions.

Thoughts and perceptions cannot be shared. I cannot communicate my thoughts,
because my thoughts and your thoughts are two different material things, my thoughts being
located in me, your thoughts located in you, but to communicate a thought would require that
the same thought were present simultaneously in two different people (Sextus Empiricus
1.83-84, MXG 980b5-10). Even if, counterfactually, the same thought were copresent in two
thinkers, the one thought would be thought differently by the two people thinking it. One
cannot communicate perceptions because perceptions are not shared by the same man across
time, all the more so by different men at different times (MXG 980b10-17).

The doctrine concerning logoi that we learn from On What is Not and the Encomium
of Helen is that a Jogos manipulates corporeally the same way that garlicky breath
manipulates corporeally -- by pushing upon the one breathed upon. Language cannot
communicate anything. Logoi are false, unrevealing of what is, and in that sense are
deceptive, but these deceptions are not due to the necessary imperfections of language.”
According to Gorgias's doctrine, language is not a sometimes imperfect medium of
communication but a field of moving, material, thythmically pulsating logoi that effect
change when they impact receptive bodies. Gorgias (like the more recent cultural materialists
of the Frankfurt School) denies that opening ourselves to the influence of those speaking can
make us free. Speech is just another means of bodily, somatic -- or as we would say, physical
-- compulsion. Speech is effective, but not because it represents. Speech cannot represent
sensible things -- it is simply another kind of sensible thing, perceived through the
appropriate sense (Sextus Empiricus 1.86).

The art of speaking well, what we would call rhetoric, teaches one to manipulate
others proficiently. The art of medicine teaches what foods to eat or liquids to drink, and

what drugs to administer, so as to alter the body, while the art of speaking well teaches how



to form the judgments of the soul,”*

the soul that is a material part of the self, using speeches
which are themselves material. Rhetoric is a conscious art of manipulating others through
speeches that corporeally overpower the judgments and perceptions of the listeners and leave
the speaker supreme.

The doctrine of Gorgias would obviously have great appeal to the few who would rule
the many. The Gorgianic doctrine appeals to the few not just because of its positive promise
of an all-powerful art of manipulation, but because in its negative aspects, the Gorgianic
doctrine denies the idea of the common, the idea that we can reason together about things
through speeches. If Gorgias is correct, speech, which for Aristotle we supposedly possess as
animals that live together in a many (pl&thos),” is in fact the exertion of the will of one alone.
Conversation is only a charade. We can act on each other through speeches, but being
persuaded is to suffer passively the manipulation of others. "The aim of [Gorgias's] rhetoric
is to influence action, nothing more,” Paul Woodruff writes.?® One should say, rather, that
for Gorgias the aim of all production of logoi is to provoke reaction, nothing more. To be
persuaded is neither to be free nor to be rational — Gorgias thus abolishes the distinction
between rule, and domination or subjugation. Gorgias's doctrine is therefore a potent attack
on the vaunted superiority of democracy -- the notion that through institutions and practices
human beings can speak and reason together as equals about common concerns, and thus
come to decide well about these concerns.

Gorgias's doctrine is easily appropriated as a defense of privilege, the privilege of
those, to appropriate the phrases of a contemporary rhetorical critic, whose power "is not
rhetorical in any public sense .... When they think of power they rarely think of words, and
when they think of the mass media they think of an enemy, not of a friend."*’ Like
Strepsiades in Aristophanes’ Clouds, these few desire the power to manipulate words freely,
that is, in free expression of their material and familial resources. They do not see themselves

as threatened by the Gorgianic attack on the notion of a common good because their own



shared good, their family interest, does not require deliberation in order to be constituted. It
is not surprising, therefore, that the Athenian elite had a particular interest in Gorgias's
professed art of verbal manipulation.”® This we shall study by reading Plato's own, hardly
pro-democratic presentation of Gorgias, in his dialogue of that name. Among the riches of
the dialogue we will concern ourselves with Socrates' confrontation with Gorgianic rhetoric
in his conversations with all three antagonists, Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles. We shall also
be concerned with decoding the place of Callicles' hopes for Gorgias within Callicles' own
Typhonic soul, the Calliclean bog of contradictory desires.”

What is it that the man Gorgias teaches? Socrates asks (447c). In answer Polus and
Gorgias state the thesis of the omnicompetence of rhetoric, the claim that the art of rhetoric
grants its masters the power to manipulate matters through speech with complete
responsiveness to their own will. This is illustrated by the example of the arts, and in
particular by the contest between the rhetorician and the physician (456-7).

Yet Socrates expresses doubt that the posited art of rhetoric can be separated from the
other arts. After all, nearly all human activities use speech at least to some extent (449e ff.),
at least to some extent. Rhetoric's peculiar product, Socrates claims, is persuasion (peithd)
about justice or injustice that produces belief, opinion or trust (pistis), rather than persuasion
that produces knowledge (454b-d). Gorgias seems to confirm this ontological differentiation
of belief-producing-persuasion from knowledge-producing-persuasion with his example of
the rhetorician outdoing the doctor at persuading the sick. Persuasion in the courts and
assemblies where the just and unjust things are considered, Socrates easily gets Gorgias to
admit, is the implanting of belief rather than knowledge in the hearers (459ab).

Rhetoric is sovereign over persuasions that produce belief, and, in particular, rhetoric
is sovereign over the imitation in logoi of what is.*® In that sense Socrates endorses
Gorgias’s claim in On What is Not that we cannot communicate things. Socrates asserts with

no uncertainty that we cannot communicate things when the occasion of communication is



public and subject to limitations of time.”' In any human communicative context the best we
can do, Socrates suggests elsewhere, is to communicate speeches that while distinct from the
things they imitate or represent, are as similar as possible to those things (Cratylus 435¢).
Rhetoric is the cosmetic knack of adorning the appearances or imitations of things in speech
so as to produce belief in the listeners (Gorgias 454e-455a).

Socrates' separation of persuasions that produce belief from other entities serves
Gorgias's interest as a professional teacher of rhetoric. Gorgias's problem, on Plato's
presentation -- the need that brings Gorgias to hope for something from his conversation with
Socrates -- is that Gorgias must have something teachable to profess in order to justify his
practice of teaching and underwrite the cash value of that teaching. If Gorgias doesn't have
an art among the arts, how can he have something to teach others for pay? The mere fact
that Gorgias is frightfully good at making brief or long speeches on any subject (449b-d) is
irrelevant to Gorgias's capacity to teach, insofar as that ability could be natural talent, mere
unteachable eloquence, or the product of his personal and thus incommunicable or
unteachable experience.

Socrates and Gorgias can agree on a distinction between belief and knowledge as
traits in the soul (454e), on the notion that speeches are images or imitations of things (459c-
e), and on the notion that there are rhetorical tools peculiar to lying or deception. Gorgias can
then be the professor of that highly valuable art (or at least, knack) of deception. Socrates
thus concedes to Gorgias an entire ontological realm, the realm of belief-producing-speeches,
as his personal -- and lucrative — province (454e-455a). This is not a realm of things, but a
realm of appearances.3 2

The ontological separation of speeches that produce belief from speeches that produce
knowledge require that there be some marks of knowledge-directed speech, either marks
within the soul of the listener and speaker, or marks within the speech itself. Only in that

way can there be an internal distinction between arguments that aim toward truth, and



arguments that aim toward opinion, a differentiation in the sorts of things that these two kinds
of arguments are. Socrates gives an example of such an internal distinction when he asserts
that arguments based on the authority of witnesses cannot aim at the truth (471e-472a).”
Plato is principally interested in exploring the possibility of marks of correct speech in the
soul of the listener or in the speech itself. These possibilities both posit a separation between
knower and known, and then ask how this individuation can be bridged by some kind of
connection. One wonders if this Platonic project should be replaced with a project that does
not assume that there are self-subsisting marks that distinguish true knowledge from false
opinion, whether in the soul or in the logoi themselves, but understands knowing as a relation
between knower and known, and true statements as those statements we can utter that state
things as they are.™

Rhetoric, Socrates claims, is but a phantom of politics (463d), a crafting of imitations
of knowledge of what is good for the city. Rhetoric does not educate the multitude but rather
creates images of the truth, even as the wants of the multitude are but images of the truth of
their needs. By presenting these images the artful rhetorician flatters the multitude into
pursuing the pleasant rather than the good. Rhetoric is a kind of sweet-sauce-cookery for the
soul, and the masses who are the audiences for rhetorical performances are childlike in their
ignorance of their own real interests (463, 500e-501a, 521e-522a). The speaker flatters them
in part by claiming that they know their own good and are capable of acting to get it. The
judgment of the many as to their own needs and wants cannot stand in for the true needs of
the many as the standard for correctness in speeches about the public good, Socrates claims.

Note that we are still within the framing set by Gorgias's professional needs, or rather,
by Gorgias’s need to have a defined profession in which he can sell instruction. Socrates
does not yet dispute the success of the flatterer. As Bruno Latour writes:

The most moving feature... is that even in this famous coup de griace Socrates

is still complimenting rhetoric. How can we not consider as positive qualities

10



being "good at guessing," "having courage," "knowing how to interact with
people"? ... For that matter, what is so bad about being talented as a cook? I
myself prefer a good chef to many bad leaders.”
This convenient correspondence between Gorgias's professional aspirations and Socrates'
ontology puts that ontology into question.

The ontological status of the productions of rhetoric is determined by the relation
between rhetoric and justice. The crucial issue is whether rhetoric must be used justly, so as
present only the truly just things (459-60). Gorgias readily admits that rhetoric can be used
justly or unjustly (457), but he contradicts himself on the claim as to whether knowledge of
rhetoric is different from knowledge of justice (see 460a). For the rhetorician to be unjust
while seeming just there must be more to justice than the mere appearance of justice,
although nearly all the Athenians, including Pericles and other famed and glorious statesman,
would seem to agree that justice is only a matter of appearances.’® Socrates tells Polus that
nearly all Athenians and foreigners would agree with what he says about justice. The few
pride themselves on their cynicism, but their cynicism is in fact shared, and even heightened,
among the demotic mob.

If justice is only a matter of appearances, freely manipulable, as Gorgias professes, by
the rhetorician skilled in logoi, we cannot inquire about justice in order to find out how we
truly want to be. Some truth about what is humanly desirable would have to stand behind
rhetoric, telling us how to use it. As Seth Benardete has written, the reality of the good
would dominate the shadow of J'ustice.?’7 If we lack the knowledge of the things which are
truly good, but possess an art of rhetoric that would enable us to evade the weight of
appearances by enabling us to mold others' opinions of us and our actions, we would simply
drift further from what we ought to want. This problem dominates the conversation with

Polus (466b ff).*®

11



Callicles enters the conversation by contending that Socrates has defeated Polus and
Gorgias by equivocating on the fine or noble (to kalon), ignoring the distinction between
those things that are fine by nature and those things that are fine by convention. To benefit
from doing wrong to others is fine by nature, but wrong by convention, while to suffer wrong
is foul by nature. It is better by nature to do wrong than to suffer it, and better by convention
to suffer wrong than to do it. This natural right, Callicles claims, is the right that the Persians
invoked against the Greeks (483de), or Darius against Scythia. Callicles thus ignores the

small problem that the Persians lost these wars.” The reductio ad Hitleram is supposedly a

counter-argument to the claim that might makes right, yet if might truly maketh right, the
mightiest refutation of Nazism was the conquest of Berlin by the Red Army.

The few, Callicles wants to argue, are by nature strong, but weak by the convention or
law (nomos) that makes the many strong. The doctrine of Callicles is apparently what one
learns from a moderate amount of philosophy. The teaching of Callicles gives us some
insight into what philosophy is, and to its place in the city. Callicles’ doctrine is what many
have learned from the nature philosophers, whom we call the Pre-Socratics. Among those
whose view of nature comes from the materialists among the nature philosophers is the
historical Gorgias. The real personage Gorgias is thus split among the personae of Plato's
dialogue: Plato's Gorgias and Polus have the commitment to a profession and the style, or in
Polus's case a pallid imitation of the style, with Plato's Callicles taking over the naturalism.
The materialist naturalism would seem to be what Socrates calls, in irony, the "greater
mysteries" (497c¢).

The result, then, is that Callicles' claim to be superior is a claim to superiority in
knowledge (489¢), that is to say, knowledge of the truth about justice. The superior should
have more, that is to say, more of what the many value, not what the discerning few value
(490). Crucially, rhetoric can only help Callicles do what the many want because his notion

of his own superiority is superiority in the goods the many values (491e-492c). Callicles is

12
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well educated, as many of the Athenians say (487b), that is, Callicles is well-steeped in the
opinions of the many about the good and the bad, the fine and the foul, the just and they
unjust.*® At bottom, the elite too subscribe to the thesis of the wisdom of the many -- this is
unsurprising, inasmuch as the elite act as individuals according to the views that Athens
adopts, say, in her conduct toward her empire (503cd), as one can see in Thucydides'
account of the Mytlinean debate and the dialogue on Melos.

The demos thus shows its power to mold the few, to do violence to the most just

(biaion to dikaotaton), as Callicles in the heat of his passion misquotes Pindar, to tame the

young lions.*" Callicles even forgets himself and speaks of “we” enslavers of the best men.*

This is a truth that the few with whom Socrates is speaking do their best to avoid confronting,
for they might then have to confront the question as to whether the superiority of the many in
number over the few in number is in fact grounded in nature. Better simply to repeat to
oneself the Gorgianic doctrine, that what looks like many joined together to hold the few in
bondage is in fact many embodied souls manipulated artfully through the speeches of one
alone (cf. 452¢).

In the soul of Callicles, as Socrates exposes it, there is a fundamental ambivalence
about the many (481c-482a). At one moment Callicles wishes to express his love for the
demos, and another moment he wishes to turn the tables on his love-enslavement. Callicles
hates his rivals in love, the demagogues, and yet disparages his beloved demos. Callicles
resents his erotic subjugation by the demos, for he regards the people as uneducated, boorish,
and ugly, and resents even more the prospect that the demos would abandon him and
subjugate somebody else.

Callicles thinks that, in natural justice, he deserves something for being, as he thinks,
superior to his beloved mob in knowledge of the conventionality of justice, and he consorts
with Gorgias because he thinks that Gorgias's professed art will help him to get what he

deserves. What Callicles wants from Gorgias is what young male readers hope for from
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books like How to Get Any Woman You Want: an all-powerful rhetorical prescription that

will permit them to have their way with those whom they desire. Gorgias has proclaimed that
his art “is both the cause of freedom for persons for themselves, and for each to rule others in
his own city” (452d). Callicles hopes that Gorgias's rhetoric will free him by helping him to
manipulate commonplace opinions freely, and thus enable him to rule in democratic Athens
without having either to betray his beloved demos by seizing power by force, or having to
enslave himself wholly to these demotic opinions.*

Callicles wishes to manipulate the democratic regime, not destroy it. After all,
Callicles distinguishes himself from the anti-democratic lovers of things Spartan (515¢e) —e.g.
Plato’s relatives. He is a neo-Periclean, it would seem: he is a great admirer of the old
statesmen of the democracy, and he is careful to distance himself from Socrates' attack on
Pericles (516d, 517ab). It would seem that what Callicles wants to know is if the art of
Gorgias will make him a new Pericles, a free leader but unchallenged leader of a free
people.* Tt is this aspiration that Socrates is determined to purge.

If rhetoric is not an art, but merely an effective mode of flattering and courting the
demos, the fact that the elite seek training in rhetoric is the triumph of the demos. One could
even say that assuming that the claim of the many to rule is just, rhetoric could then only be
employed justly, that is to say, in submission to the just rule of the many.45 Something like
this is, of course, suggested by the images of the beast and the cave in the Republic. We
think of political corruption as that of the many by the few, but Socrates speaks of the
corruption of the few by the many. The people, he says, are like a great beast, and the
pretended art of sophistry is skill at anticipating its whims, rather than guiding them. All the
sophists do is teach how to guess the whims of the many in regard to the good, or the bad, the
beautiful or the ugly, the just and the unjust. Moreover, as one devotes to this practice of
anticipatory flattery one’s own standards of the beautiful and just are inevitably assimilated to

these ignorant whims, Socrates alrgues.46 Political reputation is simply based on flattering the
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beast. It is not an activity suitable for refined, "beautiful people," or for real men (Gorgias
512d-513c).

Socrates offers a twofold refutation of the possibility that Gorgias can teach Callicles
what Callicles wants to know. First, Pericles and Themistocles did not study rhetoric.
Second, at best learning rhetoric will only help the exceptional man do what the demos wants
and will tempt him away from acting in his own interest (525d). Being a Pericles was not
good for Pericles himself, since the demos, when it is done with the would-be statesman,
beats him, fines him, exiles or even sentences him to death, according to its whims (515c-

5 16e).47 Socrates is astonished, or affects to be astonished, that Callicles has foresworn the
life of philosophy, the life that is devoted to doing your own thing, in order to enter a life of
service to the very demos Callicles affects to despise. Callicles, to speak in the image of the
Republic, returns to the cave, after only a little venture into the sun, and Socrates is
determined to drag him out of the cave again.

To Callicles, Socrates offers the choice of lives between public, rhetorical life as it
currently is lived, and a life of public speaking that aims only at the good of the audience, not
at pleasuring them by flattering their false sense of their own goodness (500cd, 503ab). It is
the second form of life that Socrates, both here and in Plato's Apology, claims to practice
(Apology 29d- 33b, 36b-37a, Gorgias 521d). Socrates therefore speaks only when speaking
can contribute to the realizing of the good, and public speaking can contribute to the public
good, Socrates claims, only very rarely indeed (503ab). But at least to the extent that such
opportunities arise to intervene for the sake of the true good of the public, philosophy itself is
a kind of governance or a kind of political life, and we should note of Socrates that, as Bruno
Latour has put it, "no tyranny has been more lasting than that by this sacrificed, dead man,
over the living, no power more absolute, no reign more undisputed."*® The fact that the
historical record shows no trace of a Callicles as an active politician suggests that Socrates'

refutation was successful, that Callicles eventually returned to the life of philosophy (527e).%
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Let me conclude with a reply to Plato, and to Socrates' vision of rhetoric as the art of
flattering the demotic beast. One cannot separate the essential from the inessential in speech,
nor the supposed adornment provided by rhetoric from the content of the speeches. The
ornamentation or "sauce" view of rhetoric originates here, in Plato's Gorgias, and it will
subsequently be retained even by those like Hobbes, who understand themselves to be rebels
against the old philosophy.50 Notwithstanding the antiquity and authority of the sauce view
of rhetoric, rhetoric is not separate from the substance of governing -- rhetoric is the mode of
governing many through speech. Nothing has failed more consistently than the sauce view of
rhetoric, when put into practice by separating the manufacture of policy from its marketing.51

Contemporary observers who claim that an all-power and manipulative art of rhetoric
exists may have more democratic intentions than did Gorgias. Who has not read the endless
complaints by intellectuals about the American system of political campaigning, where
money in the form of campaign contributions supposedly rules all? These writers claim that
capitalist society is peopled by one-dimensional-men whose lives are ruled by manipulated
passions and desires. The only problem is that no such all powerful art of rhetoric exists, and
not only because, as John Austin wrote, “you cannot fool all of the people all of the time" is
analytic.”® If the product is lousy, the best advertising campaign in the world will only make
sure that people never forget who sold them that junk.53

There are, Socrates and Gorgias notwithstanding, no tools peculiar to deception or
lying. This is the main difficulty with the claim that rhetoric is just adornment. All the
alleged tools of adornment are in fact used as tools of communication, and can be found in
scientific and philosophic texts.”® There is an art of persuasive communication that aims to
present things clearly, and a defensive art whose aim is to disparage the authority of speech
and thereby preserve the existing fabric of human relations from the corrosive power of
things.55 By this defensive art the speaker tries to draw attention to himself: to seduce, to

emphasize our relation to himself rather than to the things of which he is speaking. Gorgias



is the great theorist of this second, defensive art, even if his claims of the comprehensiveness

of his own peculiar contribution to rhetoric must be rejected.56
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