
THE GORGIAS OF PLATO
New Translation by Kenneth Quandt – 2025

CALLICLES: “It’s to war and battle, they say, that 
you should arrive in this way Socrates!”(447)

SOCRATES: “Don’t tell me we’ve ‘arrived after the 
feast’ and are late?”

Call. “Yes  and  quite  a  splendid  feast  it  was: 
Gorgias has just  finished a really fine performance for 
us.”

Soc. “Let  me  tell  you,  Callicles,  it  was 
Chaerephon here that made me late. He made us tarry in 
the agora.”

CHAEREPHON:  “No  problem,  Socrates:  I  will 
make you whole as well. Gorgias is a friend of mine and 
so he’ll put together a performance for us – now if that 
seems best, or another time – whichever you want.”

Call. “What’s this, Chaerephon? Are you saying 
Socrates desires to hear Gorgias?”

Chaer. “Well that’s the reason we are here...”

Call. “Then just come to me, to my house that is, 
and  whenever you  want.  It’s  with  me that  Gorgias  is 
lodging, and you’ll get your performance!”

Soc. “That’s  kind of  you,  Callicles,  but  let  me 
ask something. Would he be willing to converse with us? 
I want to get some information about the power of the 
fellow’s art, and what it is he professes to teach. As for a 
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performance let’s  just  have that  ‘another  time,’ as  you 
suggest.”

Call. “There’s  nothing  like  asking  the  man 
himself, Socrates, since this was one of the elements of 
his display. Just now he invited anybody within to ask 
him whatever they wanted, and declared he would give 
an answer on any topic.”

Soc. “That’s  quite  something.  Chaerephon, 
question him!”

Chaer. “What am I to ask him?”

Soc. “Who he is.”

Chaer. “How do you mean?”

Soc. “If for instance he were a provider of shoes 
he would presumably respond he is a cobbler – or don’t 
you get my meaning?”

Chaer. “I get it and I’ll ask him. Tell me, Gorgias, is it 
true what Callicles here says, that you profess to answer 
whatever question a person asks you?” (448)

GORGIAS: “True it  is,  Chaerephon, and in fact I 
was carrying out that exercise just now, and I can say that 
nobody has yet asked me a question too exotic to answer, 
for many years now.”

Chaer. “It seems you really do have an easy time 
answering, Gorgias.”

Gorg. “Now’s  your  chance  to  try  and  test  my 
claim, Chaerephon.”

POLUS: “Yes by Zeus, if only you will spend that 
chance on me, Chaerephon! Gorgias seems to me to have 
begged off performing. After all, he’s taken us through a 
lot just now.”

2



Chaer. “My gosh, Polus, do you imagine you could 
do a finer job of answering than Gorgias?”

Pol. “What difference does that make as long as 
I’m able to answer well enough for you?”

Chaer. “None  at  all.  Since  you are  willing, 
answer.”

Pol. “Ask.”

Chaer. “Ask I will. If Gorgias were a master of the 
art his brother Herodicus has mastered, who would we 
properly be calling him? Wouldn’t it be the same as we 
call his brother?”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Chaer. “So if we were saying he was a doctor we 
would be saying the right thing?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Chaer. “And if it were of the art of Aristophon the 
son of Aglaophon or his brother that he was master of, 
what then would we correctly designate him to be?”

Pol. “A painter, obviously.”

Chaer. “So given the art he has in fact mastered, by 
what  professional  designation  would  we  correctly 
designate him?”

Pol. “Let me tell you, Chaerephon. Many are the 
arts in the world of man, invented as they have been out 
of devoted endeavor. For it is endeavor that ushers our 
lives along artfully, whereas without endeavor, life would 
proceed according to chance. Now of these arts, one man 
has a share of one and another of another, each in their 
different way; of the greatest of arts it is the greatest men
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that have a share: one of these in fact is my man Gorgias 
here, and he has a share in the finest.”

Soc. “Finely  indeed  does  Polus  seem to  come 
equipped  for  speaking,  Gorgias,  but  he  is  not  making 
good on his promise to Chaerephon.”

Gorg. “What can you mean by that, Socrates?”

Soc. “He is  not  really  answering  what  he  was 
asked.”

Gorg. “Well then you question him, if you please”

Soc. “In case you would want to answer I would 
much prefer to ask you. It’s clear, particularly from what 
Polus  has  just  said,  that  he  is  well  practiced  in  the 
‘oratorical’ so-called, rather than in conversing.”

Pol. “How’s that, Socrates?”

Soc. “Well,  Polus,  though  Chaerephon  asked 
what art Gorgias was the master of, you praised the art as 
though someone were criticizing it, but you didn’t answer 
what it is.”

Pol. “So I didn’t answer that it was the finest.”

Soc. “Quite  forcefully  you  did.  However, 
nobody is asking you about the quality of Gorgias’s art 
but which art it is and which kind of professional Gorgias 
ought to be said to be. Just as before, when Chaerephon 
laid out some cases for you and you responded to him 
succinctly,  (449) so  now  follow  that  method  and  say 
which is his art and what we are to call him. Or better, 
Gorgias, tell us on your own behalf what we are to call 
you, and of what art you are a master.”
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Gorg. “The oratorical, Socrates.”

Soc.  “And so one ought call you an orator?”

Gorg.  “A good one, Socrates, if you would call 

me ‘what I hope and brag to be’, as Homer puts it.”

Soc. “Surely I would.”

Gorg. “Then call me that.”

Soc. “And  shall  we  also  declare  you  able  to 

make others into orators?”

Gorg. “Well, I do profess to do so, both here and 

elsewhere as well.”

Soc. “Would you perhaps be willing, Gorgias, to 

continue in the manner of our conversation just now, with 

first a man asking and then a man answering? As to this 

lengthy expression we just saw – the sort  of exordium 

Polus launched into – might you be willing to put that off 

for  another  occasion?  Make  good  on  your  promise, 

instead – don’t play false – and acquiesce to answer what 

is asked in the briefer manner.”

Gorg. “Among answers, Socrates, there really are 

some that must of necessity make their statements with 

length.  Nevertheless,  I  assure  you  I  will  endeavor  to 

make my answers as short as possible. In fact this, too, is 

one of the items I claim, that nobody could say the same 

thing in fewer words than mine.”
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Soc. “I assure you that’s what we need, Gorgias. 
In fact make me a display of just this, of short speaking, 
and put off the display of lengthy speaking for another 
time.”

Gorg. “Alright I will: than nobody, you will say, 
have you heard a shorterspeaker.”

Soc. “To move on, then, you are claiming to be a 
master of the oratorical art and that you can make another 
man also an orator, but oratory: what things is it actually 
about? For example, weaving is about the manufacture of 
cloaks – right?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And musical art is about the composing of 
melodies?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “Hera  bless  you,  Gorgias!  How  I  admire 
your answers, and how you are answering in the shortest 
possible way!”

Gorg. “The  reason  is  that  I  think  it  quite 
appropriate to do this.”

Soc. “I am glad to hear it. So now answer me in 
the same way about the oratorical art, too: about which 
things is it a mastery?”

Gorg. “About speeches.”

Soc. “Just  ‘speeches,’  Gorgias?  The  speeches 
that explain, in the case of the sick, what kind of regime 
would make them healthy?”

Gorg. “No.”
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Soc. “So  oratory  is  not  about  any  and  all 
speeches.”

Gorg. “Certainly not.”

Soc. “But it does make people able to speak.”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And to be knowledgeable about the topics 
about which it enables them to speak?”

Gorg. “Yes, how not?”

Soc. “So (450) to follow up on what we are now 
saying, it would be the medical art that enables persons to 
speak about and understand the sick.”

Gorg. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “So the medical art, too, is about speeches, 
as it seems.”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc “Namely  the  speeches  that  are  about 
diseases.”

Gorg. “Exactly.”

Soc. “The gymnastic art is also about speeches, 
those  about  the  body  being  in  good  shape  and  bad 
shape.”

Gorg. “Quite.”

Soc. “And to be sure it’s the same with the other 
arts,  too.  Each  of  them is  about  speeches,  namely  the 
ones that concern the activity that is the peculiar province 
of the art.”

Gorg. “Seems so.”
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Soc. “And so just why do you not call the other 
arts oratorical arts, being as they are about speeches, if 
that is what you would say the oratorical art is, the art 
about speeches?”

Gorg. “Because, Socrates, the competence of the 
other arts lies in the work of the hands and other such 
actions if I may put it this way, whereas in oratory there 
is no such business at all with the hands. To the contrary, 
all  its  operation  and  all  the  success  it  achieves  come 
through speech. This is the reason I make my claim that 
the oratorical art is about speeches, in a rigorous sense I 
would say.”

Soc. “Am  I  then  catching  on  to  what  sort  of 
thing you are calling it? Perhaps I’ll know if only you’ll 
answer: We have arts, right?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “Now of all  these arts,  I  fancy that  some 
consist largely in activity and need a minimum of speech, 
while others need none at all  but could complete what 
they do even in silence, like painting and sculpture and a 
lot of others. It is these sorts you seem to mean when you 
say they are not the oratorical art.”

Gorg. “You are taking up my meaning quite nicely 
Socrates.”

Soc. “But  another  group  of  arts  execute  their 
entire function through speech, needing no supplement of 
actions at all, if you will – or quite a small amount – like 
arithmetic and counting and geometry, and dice-playing 
for that matter, and many others – arts a few of which 
might have a virtually equal amount of speech as action, 
whereas the majority have more speech than action, so 
that viewed overall the entire ‘operation and success they
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achieve’ comes through speaking – and it is to this last 
group that you seem to be arguing that the oratorical art 
belongs.”

Gorg. “True.”

Soc. “But  still,  you know, I’d guess  you don’t 
want to call any one of this latter group oratorical, merely 
because on the face of it you have said that ‘the art that 
achieves what it achieves through speech is oratorical,’ so 
that a person could latch upon what you say, in a captious 
and literalistic way, ‘Therefore arithmetic is oratorical.’ 
No,  I  don’t  think  you  are  arguing  that  arithmetic  or 
geometry is oratory.” (451)

Gorg. “You guess right, Socrates and have taken 
up my meaning fair-mindedly.”

Soc. “So then take your turn to complete your 
answer to the question I’ve asked. Since a certain one of 
these  arts  that  operates  largely  by  means  of  speech  is 
oratorical, but there are in fact others that are of this kind, 
try  and  tell  me  which art,  wielding  its  power  through 
speech  in  what field,  is  the  oratorical  art?  Just  as  if 
someone  asked  me,  ‘Socrates,  which  art  is  the 
arithmetical  art?’ I  would  give  him the  reply  you  just 
made,  that  it  is  one  of  the  arts  that  wields  its  power 
through  speech;  and  if  he  went  on  to  ask,  ‘Of  those 
concerning  what  subject?’  I  would  say  of  that  it  is 
knowledge of those concerning the even and the odd, and 
how much each of these two are.  And if  he asked me 
another question, ‘And logistic: which art do you say that 
is?’ I would say that this one too belonged to the group 
that govern what they govern by means of speaking. But 
if he went on to ask, ‘Concerning what?’ I would answer, 
to adopt the style of the scrivener, that the logistic art is 
‘the same as arithmetic in all the ways above’ – for it
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concerns the same thing, the even and the odd – but it 
differs to this degree, that the art that takes charge of the 
questions of how these relate to themselves and to each 
other in quantity is the art of logistic. And say someone 
should  challenge  me on astronomy,  once  I  had  said  it 
wields its entire authority by means of speech, and should 
ask me, ‘But these speeches that  belong to astronomy: 
what  are  they  about,  Socrates?’ I  would  say  they  are 
about  the  movement  of  the  stars  and  the  sun  and  the 
moon, and their relative velocities.”

Gorg. “And  you  would  be  speaking  properly, 
Socrates.”

Soc. “So now you take a turn, Gorgias. The fact 
is  that  the oratorical  art  is  among those that  carry out 
their entire activity and wield all their power by means of 
speech, correct?”

Gorg. “So it is.”

Soc. “So, out of those, try to tell us concerning 
what  is  it  that,  out  of  all  entities,  the  speeches  the 
oratorical art uses are about?”

Gorg. “The most  important  of all  human things, 
Socrates, and indeed the best.”

Soc. “But Gorgias, you are asserting something 
again  disputable  and  therefore  not  yet  definitive.  I 
imagine  you  have  heard  men  singing  that  ditty  at 
drinking parties, in which they list off in song how “being 
healthy  is  the  best  thing  but  the  second  is  to  become 
beautiful, while the third (quoting still from the author of 
the ditty) is to become wealthy, fair and square.” (452)

Gorg. “Yes  I  have  heard  it,  but  what  is  the 
connection?”
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Soc. “Here is the connection: Let’s imagine the 
providers  of  those  things  the  poet  praised  in  his  ditty 
showing  up  at  your  side  –  the  doctor  that  is,  and  the 
trainer and the businessman – and let’s say the first to 
speak was the doctor and he said, ‘Socrates, Gorgias is 
deceiving you. Your fellow’s art concerns not the most 
important good for men – but mine does!’ If I then asked 
him, ‘But you, what kind of artist are you to say that?’ He 
would probably answer that he is a doctor. ‘What, then, 
are you saying? That the thing your art achieves is the 
most  important  good?’ ‘How could  that  not  be  health, 
Socrates? What greater good is there for mankind than 
health?’

“Imagine  then  that  the  trainer  would  argue,  ‘I, 
too, would be surprised, Socrates, if Gorgias has a more 
important good to display coming from his art than I have 
coming from mine.’ I  would again  respond by asking, 
‘But  you,  sir  –  who  are  you  and  what  is  it  that  you 
produce?’ ‘Trainer’s  my name, beauty and strength for 
men’s bodies is my game.’

“After the trainer the businessman would speak, 
with scorn I imagine against each and all: ‘Think about it, 
Socrates! Is there going to be some obvious better than 
wealth,  in  your  eyes,  whether  it  be  what  you  get  by 
associating  with  Gorgias  or  with  anybody  else?’  We 
would reply, ‘Aha! Is that what you provide?’ He would 
say  it  is,  and  we  would  ask,  ‘But  being  who?’  ‘A 
businessman;’ and we will say, ‘And  you for your part 
choose  wealth  to  be  the  most  important  good  for 
mankind?’ and he would reply, ‘How could it not be?’ We 
would say, ‘Yet my man Gorgias here disputes this, and 
says the art one gets in  his company results in a more 
important good than yours does,’ to which he would
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surely reply, ‘And just what is this good you are referring 
to? Let me hear it from Gorgias!’

“So come along, Gorgias. Take it that you were 
being asked this question both by them and also by me, 
and answer what is this thing you, for your part, declare 
is the most important good for mankind, and that you are 
the professional that brings it about.”

Gorg. “The thing, as I said before, Socrates, that is 
the most  important  good, in truth,  and is  what confers 
freedom upon the  men that  have  it,  and  the  power  to 
control others in his respective city.”

Soc. “So  what  is  it  that  you  describe  in  this 
way?”

Gorg. “Persuading.  Being  able  to  persuade  with 
speeches, whether it be in a law court the jurors or in the 
council  the  councillors  or  in  the  assembly  the 
assemblymen  or  in  any  other  gathering,  whatever 
constitutes a political gathering. Let it be known that this 
power will in turn place that doctor in your thrall,  and 
that trainer in your thrall, and as for that businessman of 
yours, he will find himself doing business for somebody 
else and not himself, namely for you, the man who is able 
to speak and thereby persuade these several masses.”

Soc. “Now, I think, you are coming as close as 
one can hope, Gorgias, to having revealed what art you 
take the oratorical art (453) to be. You are saying, in fact, 
if I basically get your meaning, that the oratorical art is a 
‘producer of belief,’ and that this, on the whole and in 
chief part, is what it busies itself to achieve. Or is there 
something more you can say oratory is able to do, beyond 
creating  persuasion  in  the  soul  of  those  who  are 
listening?”
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Gorg. “Nothing at all, Socrates. You have marked 
it off adequately: this is its chief element.”

Soc. “So listen, Gorgias. When it comes to me, 
you may be sure, as I have persuaded myself, if anybody 
who is conversing with someone wants to know just what 
it  is  they  are  talking  about,  I  am surely  one  of  those 
people – and I would think this much of you, too.”

Gorg. “But what do you make of this?”

Soc. “I’ll  tell  you  straight.  For  me,  as  to  this 
persuasion that comes from the oratorical art, as to what 
it is that you are talking about and about what things, you 
may be sure that I do not know exactly what you have in 
mind, despite the fact that I do have my suspicions as to 
what you are saying it is and about what. Nevertheless, I 
will ask you what is the persuasion you are saying comes 
from oratory, and about what things. But why do I ask 
you  when  I  have  suspicions  of  my  own,  rather  than 
taking the initiative to say what those suspicions are? It is 
not out of deference to you personally but deference to 
our discussion, so that it might proceed in such a way as 
to make as clear and certain as possible what is  being 
discussed.  Consider therefore and decide whether I  am 
justified in putting this question to you – just as if I were 
now asking who is  Zeuxis  among the  portrait  painters 
and you said he is the one that paints portraits: wouldn’t I 
be justified to press the further question, ‘The one who 
paints which kinds of portraits, and where?’”

Gorg. “Quite justified.”

Soc. “And  isn’t  that  because  there  are  other 
portrait painters painting lots of other kinds of portraits?”

Gorg. “Yes.”
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Soc. “Whereas if on the other hand nobody else 
than Zeuxis were painting, in that case you would have 
already acquitted yourself of answering well?”

Gorg. “How not?”

Soc. “Then come and tell about the oratorical art. 
Do you think  that  it  alone  produces  persuasion,  or  do 
other arts do this also? I mean the following sort of thing: 
if you have a person who teaches something – anything – 
is he persuading in connection with what he is teaching?”

Gorg. “No  indeed,  Socrates.  He  is  persuading 
more than anyone!”

Soc. “So then let’s go through the same arts we 
just  went  through.  Arithmetic  teaches  us  how  big  a 
number is, as does the arithmetical man.”

Gorg. “Quite.”

Soc. “Does it also persuade?”

Gorg. ”Yes”

Soc. “And so the arithmetical art is also a ‘belief 
producer’.”

Gorg. “It appears so.”

Soc. “And if someone asks us, ‘Of what sort of 
persuasion  and  persuasion  about  what?’ I  presume  we 
will  answer him by saying it  is  a  teacherly persuasion 
about numbers (454) and how large they are. And we will 
be able to show in the case of each and every one of the 
arts  we  reviewed  before  that  they  are  ‘persuasion 
producers,’ and what sort of persuasion they provide and 
about what – no?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “Therefore  it  is  not  only  the  oratorical 
artthat is a ‘persuasion producer’.”
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Gorg. “What you say is true.”

Soc. “But since you agree that it is not this art 
alone that carries out this task but that there are others 
that do so also, we would be justified, as we put it above 
in  the  case  of  the  portrait  painter,  to  follow  up  and 
confront the man who has said this with the question, ‘Of 
just what kind of persuasion, then, and persuasion about 
what, is oratory the art?’ Or do you not think it justified 
to confront him with this follow-up question?”

Gorg. “No but I do.”

Soc. “Then answer that question, Gorgias, given 
the fact that you do think this.”

Gorg. “The sort of persuasion I say it provides, is 
that  sort  that  occurs  in courts  of  justice  and the  other 
crowds as I was saying a moment ago, and  about those 
things: what is just or unjust.”

Soc. “Indeed  I  was  suspecting  you  were 
speaking  of  that  kind  of  persuasion  and  about  those 
topics, Gorgias. Still, don’t be surprised if soon again I 
ask you something that seems obvious but nevertheless 
put it to you as a question – as I have said, this is only to 
enable the argument to succeed step by step and not out 
of  consideration  for  you,  lest  we  should  settle  into 
assuming on our own what each other is thinking so as to 
ambush each other’s  arguments.  But  please,  decide for 
yourself how you would want to carry on, in accordance 
with the position you have taken.”

Gorg. “In  my judgment  you are  doing the  right 
sort of thing, Socrates.”
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Soc. “So come then and answer me this: Is there 
something you would call ‘having learned’?”

Gorg. “There is and I do.”

Soc. “How about ‘having become sure’?”

Gorg. “I do.”

Soc. “Do  you  think  they  are  the  same  thing, 
‘having learned’ and ‘having come to trust,’ and learning 
and trusting for that matter, or are they different?”

Gorg. “For my own part, Socrates, I’d guess they 
are different.”

Soc. “You  guess  well,  but  from  the  following 
you will  know it is true. If someone should ask you, ‘Is 
there such a thing, Gorgias, as false certainty as well as 
true?’ I believe you’d say yes.”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “But  knowledge?  Is  there  both  false  and 
true?”

Gorg. “No way.”

Soc. “For in their case we know they aren’t the 
same thing.”

Gorg. “That’s true.”

Soc. “And yet those who have learned have been 
persuaded  no  less  than  those  who  have  been  become 
certain and have come to trust?”

Gorg. “That’s correct.”

Soc. “Would you want us then to posit two kinds 
of  persuasion,  one  that  brings  about  feeling  certain 
without  knowing  and  another  that  brings  about 
knowledge?”
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Gorg. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Now which of the two kinds of persuasion 
does oratory produce,  in courts  of  justice and in other 
crowds on the topic  of  justice  and injustice? The type 
from  which  confidence  arises  without  knowing  taking 
place, or the one from which knowing arises?”

Gorg. “I  think it’s  clear  that  it  is  the type from 
which confidence arises.”

Soc. “So the oratorical art is  (455) the ‘trusting 
persuasion producer,’ not the ‘teacherly,’ on the topic of 
the just and the unjust?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And the orator, in turn, is not a ‘teacher-
man’ of the courts of justice and the other crowds on the 
topic of the just and unjust, but a ‘confidence-man’ only. 
After all, he could not instruct such a large crowd about 
matters so great in so little time.”

Gorg. “Certainly not.”

Soc. “Come, then, let’s see what we are actually 
saying about the oratorical art. For my part, I cannot quite 
grasp  what  I  should  say.  When  it  is  about  selecting 
physicians for the city that a gathering occurs, or about 
shipbuilders or  some other group of  providers,  on that 
occasion shall  I  say the oratorical  expert  will  not  give 
counsel? For clearly in these several selections it will be 
the most skillful man that must be selected. Nor when it 
is about the building of walls or the furnishing of harbors 
and dockyards:  rather,  the  architects  will  give counsel. 
Nor in turn when the deliberation is about the choice of 
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generals  or  the  choice  of  a  certain  formation  to  use 
against  the  enemy  or  capturing  a  territory:  rather,  the 
experts  in  generalship  will  then  be  the  ones  giving 
counsel,  and the oratorical  expert  will  not.  How about 
you, Gorgias? What is your attitude about these things? 
For since you claim that you yourself are an orator and 
also make others  oratorical,  it  would be appropriate  to 
receive  information  about  this  art  of  yours  from none 
other than you. And recognize that I am at the same time 
being zealous for your cause. For it may be the case that 
one of  those who listened to you within is  wanting to 
become your student, as I perceive people are now doing 
in virtual droves, who may perhaps be ashamed to put 
this  question  to  you.  Though you are  being  posed the 
question by me, think of it as if it were being put to you 
by them: ‘What will we get once we study with you? On 
what matters will we become able to counsel our city? 
Will it only be on questions of justice and injustice, or 
also on the subjects Socrates just now mentioned?’ Try to 
answer them.”

Gorg. “Try  I  will,  Socrates,  to  unveil  to  you 
clearly the power of the oratorical art in all its glory, for 
you  have  given  me  just  the  segue  I  need.  After  all,  I 
presume  you  know  that  those  very  dockyards  you 
mention and the walls the Athenians call their own, as 
well as the furnishing of the harbors, happened because 
of  the counseling of  Themistocles,  and others  of  these 
because of the counseling of Pericles – and not because 
of your craftsmen.”

Soc. “I  have  heard,  Gorgias,  about  Themis-
tocles’s  influence;  as  for  Pericles  I  was  myself  in  the 
audience when he advocated the inner wall.” (456)
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Gorg. “And whenever there is a choice taken on 
the topics you just now went through, Socrates, you can 
see with your eyes that the orators are the ones giving 
counsel and the ones that win the measures concerning 
these things.”

Soc. “It  is  exactly because I  have wondered at 
this, Gorgias, that I have been asking all along what is the 
power  of  the  oratorical  art.  For  it  strikes  me  as 
superhuman when I see the way it wields such sway.”

Gorg. “If  only  you  knew  the  whole  story, 
Socrates! It’s as if it contained within itself all the powers 
there are, and marshals them all under its sole command. 
I will give you a telling indicator of this. Often in the past 
have I gone in with my brother, and with other doctors, 
too,  to  the  bedside  of  one  of  their  patients  who  was 
unwilling to take his medicine or to give in to his doctor 
to be cut or cauterized; and though the doctor lacked the 
power to persuade him otherwise, I persuaded him, and I 
did so with no other art than oratory. I declare that if an 
oratorical expert likewise goes in to a city – any city you 
wish – along with a doctor, and they should be required 
to contend in speech with each other, in the assembly or 
in some other gathering, as to which of them should be 
chosen as city doctor, the doctor will fall out of view, and 
instead the man who is able to make a speech will  be 
chosen, if that’s what he wants. And if he should contend 
with any other ‘provider’ you may wish to name, it would 
be he, the oratorical expert, who would persuade them to 
select himself and not the other, no matter who he was. 
For  there  is  no  subject  on  which  the  oratorical  expert 
could  not  speak  more  persuasively  than  any  of  the 
providers, in the presence of a large audience.

“Such then is the extent and nature of this art’s
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power, and yet I must add that one must, Socrates, deploy 
the art of oratory just as one would deploy any skill in 
athletic competitions as well. For the arts of competition 
also ought not be deployed against any and every person 
merely because of this, that a person has learned to box, 
or to fight the pancration, or to battle in armor, and has 
thus  become stronger  than friends  as  well  as  enemies. 
One ought not because of this beat up his friends or stab 
them, and so kill them. Nor for that matter, Zeus be my 
witness, if a person in good physical condition has done a 
stint at a wrestling studio and has become an expert at 
boxing,  and  then  goes  on  to  assault  his  father  or  his 
mother  or  some  other  member  of  his  household  or  a 
friend, one ought not because of this despise the physical 
trainers or the men that teach fighting in armor and exile 
them  from  the  cities.  Those  worthies,  for  their  part, 
handed it down for its just use by these students, against 
their enemies and those who have wronged them, for the 
purpose  of  defending  against  them,  not  to  initiate  an 
aggression, (457) but the others perverted it so as to use 
their  physical  strength  and  their  skillful  expertise  for 
improper ends. Thus it is not the teachers that are wicked 
nor the art that is culpable or wicked because of this, but 
rather  those  who would  employ  it  I’d  say  improperly.

“The same argument applies to the oratorical art. 
Able he is, our orator, to speak against any opponent and 
about anything, in such a way as to be more persuasive in 
the presence of large audiences on almost any topic, if he 
so choose. But not at all because of this ought he strip the 
doctors  of  their  reputation,  merely  because  he  would 
have the power to do so, nor the other providers, but must 
employ the oratorical art with fairness, just as one must 
employ  athletic  skill.  If  a  person  I’d  say  has  become 
oratorical and thereupon by means of this power and this
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art does commit injustices, one ought not despise the man 
who taught him and exile him from the cities. All he did 
was pass on the skill for a just man’s use, whereas the 
other used it in the opposite way. To despise the man who 
employed it in a manner that is improper, is just – and 
also to exile him and to execute him – but not the one 
who taught him.”

Soc. “What  I daresay,  Gorgias,  is  that  like 
myself you have experienced many discussions and have 
come to  observe what  I  have.  Men are  not  so  able  to 
converse in such a way as to define clearly what it is they 
are trying to discuss as they try to learn from and teach 
each  other  so  as  to  bring  their  conversations  to 
completion, but rather that if they have different views on 
some point  and  the  one  says  the  other  is  incorrect  or 
unclear  in what  he says,  they become angry and think 
that they are arguing out of rivalry about the positions 
they are taking, and that they are trying to beat the other 
out of pride rather than to search for and learn the truth 
about  the  topic  they  are  talking  about.  Among  these, 
some terminate their conversations in the ugliest of ways, 
giving themselves over to slander, and dealing out as well 
as  being  dealt  a  treatment  one  to  the  other  that  then 
embarrasses the group listening to their conversation for 
having thought it worthwhile to pay attention to men of 
such ilk!

“But ‘for what purpose,’ as you put it, do I say all 
this? It’s because in our present conversation you seem to 
me to be arguing things that don’t really follow from or 
jibe with what you were saying at the beginning about the 
oratorical art. At the same time, I am afraid to test you 
step by step, worried you might take my arguments not to 
be contending with you about the problem so as to clear 
it  up,  but  contending  with  you  about  you,  personally. 
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(458) For my part, if you are the kind of person I am, I 
would gladly interrogate you step by step;  but if  not  I 
would let it go. And what is this kind of person I am? I 
and others  like  me would gladly  be  refuted if  arguing 
something false or gladly be doing the refuting in case 
someone else should argue something false, and would be 
no less glad to be refuted than to refute. For in my view 
this would be the greater boon, to the same extent it is a 
greater boon oneself to be released from the greatest of 
evils than to release somebody else. For I think there is 
no evil for a man greater than false belief about the things 
we are discussing just now. So – if you are like this also, 
let’s have a dialogue; but if it seems better just to let it go, 
let’s call it quits and break off our discussion.”

Gorg. “Well, Socrates, though I am of course of 
the  very  kind  you have  described,  still  more,  perhaps, 
ought we take into consideration those who are present. 
It’s been a while now, even before you two came, that I 
was giving a big presentation to the people here, and we 
will be stretching things out even further if we carry on a 
dialogue. So we ought to be mindful how it is for these 
people here, in case we are detaining some of them from 
doing something else they might be wanting to do.”

CHAEREPHON: “The general commotion you can 
hear  for  yourselves,  Gorgias  and  Socrates,  from  these 
men,  wanting  as  they  do  to  listen  if  only  you  will 
continue talking; but for myself I pray I never become so 
busy  that  I  would  pass  up  arguments  on  these  topics 
carried on in this way because I had something else more 
profitable to be doing.”

CALLICLES: “Yes, by the gods, Chaerephon! For I 
myself have attended many conversations in the past but
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cannot say I have ever felt such enjoyment as now. For 
me at least, if you were willing to spend even the entire 
day in dialogue, you’d only make me glad.”

Soc. “Well, Callicles, I have no objection, if only 
Gorgias is willing.”

Gorg. “You’ve left it only to me to take the shame 
for being unwilling, especially since I myself issued the 
challenge to ask me whatever question one wanted. If it 
seems best to these people here, go ahead and conduct 
your dialogue: ask whatever you want.”

Soc. “Alright then hear, Gorgias, what I found so 
surprising in what you said.  It  could be that  you were 
arguing correctly and I just didn’t understand correctly. 
Do you claim to be able to make a man an orator if he is 
willing to study under you?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  thus  to  become  persuasive  on  any 
topic  in  a  crowd,  not  by  teaching  but  (459) by per-
suading?”

Gorg. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And did you just  argue that  even on the 
topic of health the orator will be more persuasive than the 
doctor?”

Gorg. “Yes I did, in a crowd at least.”

Soc. “But this ‘in a crowd’ expression of yours 
means among those whom you assume lack knowledge? 
For presumably he would not be more persuasive among 
those have knowledge.”

23



Gorg. “That is true.”

Soc. “So if he is more persuasive than a doctor 
this implies he is more persuasive than a knowledgeable 
person?”

Gorg. “Quite so.”

Soc. “While he himself is no doctor?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “But if the man is not a doctor then he is 
presumably unlearned in the things in which the doctor is 
learned?”

Gorg. “Clearly that is so.”

Soc. “Therefore, the person who is ignorant will 
be more persuasive among the ignorant than the person 
who knows – if, that is, the orator is more persuasive than 
the doctor? Is that what follows or does something else 
follow?”

Gorg. “It follows in that case at least.”

Soc. “But doesn’t it hold this way for the orator 
and his oratorical art in each and all the other arts,  that 
his art does not need to know the truth about their various 
subject  matters,  but  rather  must  have  invented  some 
persuasion-device so as to appear to ignorant people to 
know more than the knowers do?”

Gorg. “Quite a  bonus isn’t  it  that  a  person who 
does not know the other arts but knows only this one, 
should in no way be worsted by all those specialists!”

Soc. “Whether  or  not  your  orator  comes  off 
worse than the others by virtue of having only this ability 
you describe we will consider in a moment, if it becomes
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relevant. But first let’s investigate this: Is it the case that 
the oratorical expert has the same relation to the just and 
the unjust, the ugly and the beautiful, and the good and 
the bad as he has to health and the subject matters of the 
other arts? That is, does he also not know what the good 
and what the bad are in themselves, or what is beautiful 
and  what  is  ugly,  or  just  and  unjust,  but  instead  has 
mastered  a  device  for  persuasion  on these  topics  also, 
which makes him seem among ignorant persons to know 
more than the man who does know, though he does not? 
Or is it that he does need to know and the candidate who 
would  learn  oratory  must  likewise  master  this  before 
coming to you; whereas if he hasn’t, you as a teacher of 
oratory will teach none of this to the student who comes 
to you – it’s not your job to, after all – but will make him 
seem to know those sorts of things as he stands among 
the many, though he doesn’t, and  seem to them a good 
man though he isn’t? Or will you be unable even to begin 
to teach him oratory unless and until he has learned the 
truth about these things? Or what is your position on this, 
Gorgias?  (460) In Zeus’s name pull back the veil from 
oratory,  as you said a moment ago, and reveal  its  true 
power!”

Gorg. “Well, Socrates, I’d guess if he happens not 
to know he’ll learn that, too, from me.”

Soc. “Bear with me, then. You’ve said something 
fine:  that  if  you really  are  to  make a  person a  trained 
orator, it is necessary that he know the just and the unjust, 
having learned them either before he came or afterward, 
from you.”

Gorg. “Quite.”
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Soc. “So what about this: Does a person who has 
learned  about  matters  of  building  become  a  trained 
builder?

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  the  person  who  has  learned  about 
musical things becomes a trained musician?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “And about  medical  things a  medic? And 
similarly with the other categories of things: the person 
who has learned the respective things becomes the sort of 
person that the respective knowledge turns him into?”

Gorg. “Quite so.”

Soc. “By the same argument is the person who 
has learned about just matters just?”

Gorg. “I should think so, most assuredly!”

Soc. “But  presumably  the  just  man  behaves 
justly?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “So we can infer that the trained orator is a 
just man, and that the just man has a mind to act justly?”

Gorg. “Well, it seems so.”

Soc. “So never will the just man, since he is just, 
be of a mind to act unjustly?”

Gorg. “That follows necessarily.”

Soc. “But our trained orator necessarily, by the 
force of what we have said, is just.”
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Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “Therefore the trained orator will never be 
of a mind to act unjustly.”

Gorg. “Well, it seems at least that he won’t.”

Soc. “So  do  you  remember  what  you  said  a 
moment ago, that one ought not to bring charges against 
the trainers and expel them from the cities if the boxer 
employs the boxing art  and also commits  an injustice, 
and that analogously if the orator uses the oratorical skill 
unjustly you advised us not to bring charges against the 
man who taught him and drive him out of the city, but to 
bring them instead against the man who acts unjustly and 
uses the skill incorrectly. Was all this said in your speech, 
or not?”

Gorg. “It was said.”

Soc. “But  now  we  are  seeing  that  this  same 
person,  the  trained  orator,  would  never  act  unjustly  – 
aren’t we?”

Gorg. “So we are.”

Soc. “And,  mark  you,  during  the  conversation 
we  had  at  the  beginning,  we  were  arguing  that  the 
oratorical art was not about speeches concerning the odd 
and the even but  speeches concerning the just  and the 
unjust – correct?”

Gorg. “Yes.”

Soc. “Let me tell you, at that point I took you to 
be saying that oratory could never be unjust in practice 
given  that  it  is  always  formulating  arguments  about 
justice, but then a moment later when you were arguing 
that the orator (461) could use oratory unjustly I was so
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struck with the sense that what we were saying was out 
of tune with itself that I made those remarks that if you 
thought it profitable to be refuted, as I do, it was worth 
the trouble to discuss the matter, but if not that we should 
just let it go. And still later, in the course of our closer 
scrutiny of the matter, you can see with your own eyes 
that  we  have  now  gone  back  to  agreeing  that  it  is 
impossible for the trained orator to use oratory unjustly – 
to act unjustly, that is. By the Dog, Gorgias, to investigate 
adequately how it stands with this will call for a session 
far from short.”

POLUS – “What’s this, Socrates? Don’t tell me you, 
too,  subscribe  to  that attitude!  Do  you  really  think  – 
given that Gorgias would demur to stipulate for you that 
the real orator is of course cognizant of justice, and also 
the beautiful and the good, and that if someone did come 
to study with him who was not already knowledgeable 
about these things that he would himself teach him, and 
consequently because of this ‘agreement,’ as you might 
see it,  there follows some contradiction in what he has 
said – do you really take pleasure in this, that you can 
lead someone into these questionings of yours? Who after 
all do you think will deny even of himself that he knows 
what is just, or would refuse to teach it to others? My 
gosh!  To  lead  us  into  such  as  that  shows  a  huge 
boorishness  as  to  what  speaking  and  discourse  is  all 
about!”

Soc. “But most excellent Polus, let me just say 
how lucky we are to have our very sons as companions, 
so that as we grow older and slip and fall we have
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younger  men  standing  by  who  will  take  it  upon 
themselves to keep our lives upright by getting us back 
on our feet,  not only literally but also in what we say. 
And  so,  just  now,  if  Gorgias  and  I  have  somehow 
stumbled in our conversation, here you are, standing by 
to  pick  us  up  –  you owe it  to  us  elders  –  and as  for 
myself, if there is some step in the things that have been 
agreed to that was erroneously agreed, I am willing that 
you retract whatever you want to, as long as you try to 
get one thing under control...”

Pol. “What thing is that?”

Soc. “Your  macrology,  Polus  –  if  you  would 
please hem it in – which you tried launching into at the 
start.”

Pol. “What’s this? I’m not to be allowed to say 
as much as I want?”

Soc. “What  shocking  abuse  it  would  be,  my 
finest  of  men,  that  you  should  arrive  here  in  Athens, 
home of the broadest freedom of speech in all of Greece, 
only to be the one person denied the privilege! But look 
at  it  the other way: if  you speak at  length, shirking to 
answer the question you are asked, would it  not be an 
abuse equally shocking that I would suffer if I should not 
be allowed (462) to walk out rather than sit here listening 
to you? Nay, if you find that you care about the argument 
that has been made and want to redeem it, then as I just 
said revise it as ever you wish, taking turns to question 
and be questioned, to refute and to be refuted, as Gorgias 
and I have agreed to do. You do affirm, don’t you, that 
you also are a master of the same things as Gorgias?”

Pol. “I do.”
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Soc. “So do you also make a practice of telling 
people to ask you whatever they want, thinking yourself a 
master at answering?”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Just so, do whichever you have a mind to: 
play the questioner or the answerer.”

Pol. “I will do what you are suggesting. Answer 
me, Socrates. Since you find Gorgias to be in a jam about 
oratory, which do you say it is?”

Soc. “Do you mean to ask which  art I think it 
is?”

Pol. “I do.”

Soc. “No art at all, in my opinion, Polus, if I am 
to speak candidly.”

Pol. “But what is oratory in your opinion?”

Soc. “The thing that you, in your manual, allege 
has made it into an art, as I have recognized just now.”

Pol. “What are you talking about?”

Soc. “A kind of ‘experiencedness’ I’d say.”

Pol. “You  believe  oratory  is  a  ‘being  experi-
enced’?”

Soc. “I do, unless you say otherwise.”

Pol. “Being experienced at what?”

Soc. “At  effecting  a  sort  of  good  cheer  or 
pleasure.”

Pol. “So it is a fine thing you judge oratory to
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be, as being able to please our fellow men!”

Soc. “What’s  this,  Polus?  Have  you  already 

learned from me what I say it is, so that you go on to ask 

me the next question, whether I don’t think it fine?”

Pol. “So I didn’t learn from you that it is a kind 

of ‘being experienced’.”

Soc. “Since  you  value  pleasing  people,  would 

you be willing to please me in a small way?”

Pol. “I would.”

Soc. “Then ask me about producing delicacies, 

whether it is an art.”

Pol. “Alright.  Which  art  is  it  that  produces 

delicacies?”

Soc. “No art at all, Polus.”

Pol. “But then what is it? Say!”

Soc. “Say  I  will:  it  is  a  kind  of  being 

experienced.”

Pol. “At what? Say!”

Soc. “Say I will: at the effecting of good cheer 

and pleasure.”

Pol. “And producing delicacies and oratory are 

the same thing!”

Soc. “Oh no, not at all, but parts at least of one
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and the same occupation.”

Pol. “And what occupation is that, according to 
you?”

Soc. “I hope telling what I truly think will  not 
seem even more slovenly of me! I shrink from answering 
because  of  Gorgias,  fearing  he’ll  think  I  am trying  to 
parody his own occupation. Let me put it this way: I do 
not know whether what I am talking about is the sort of 
oratory Gorgias  (463) is  occupied with  –  after  all,  the 
discussion we just  conducted left  not  at  all  clear  what 
your man holds on that question – but still, for me, what I 
am calling oratory is a part of an activity not at all among 
the things that are fine.”

GORGIAS: “A part of what activity, Socrates? Out 
with it! Blush not for me!”

Soc. “Alright then, Gorgias. It seems to me to be 
a sort of practice not truly artful, but rather the practice of 
a soul bold at guessing and by nature clever at dealing 
with people. Speaking on a general level I would call it 
pandering; within it there are other parts besides this one, 
one of which as I was saying is delicacies, which may 
seem to be an art though what I am trying to say is that it 
is not an art but a sort of empirical knack. And I call the 
oratorical knack another part of it, as well as the cosmetic 
knack  and  the  sophistic  knack  –  four  parts,  these, 
operating  on  four  things  respectively.  If  Polus  is 
interested in getting answers, let him ask. For he has not 
yet asked what kind of a part of pandering I say oratory 
is, and he failed to realize that I had not yet answered that 
question. Instead, he moved on to ask if I didn’t think it 
was a fine thing, but I won’t answer whether I think
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oratory is a fine or an ugly thing before I first answer 
what it is. To do that is not proper, Polus. Instead, if you 
want to ask questions, ask what kind of part of pandering 
I say is the oratorical one.”

Pol. “Ask I will. Answer what kind of part.”

Soc. “Is it conceivable you will understand my 
answer? For I say that the oratorical is an image of a part 
of the political pandering.”

Pol. “So now I will ask whether you say oratory 
is a fine thing or an ugly thing.”

Soc. “Ugly is my answer – for I call bad things 
ugly – since I must answer you as though you know what 
I am saying.”

Gorg. “By Zeus, Socrates, even I am not getting 
what you are saying.”

Soc. “That’s  to  be  expected,  Gorgias,  since  I 
have not said anything at all clear as of yet, whereas this 
coltish  Polus  I  am  having  to  deal  with  is  young  and 
headstrong.”

Gorg. “Just let him go and tell me, instead, what 
you mean by saying the oratorical is ‘an image of a part 
of the political pandering’.”

Soc. “Then I’ll try to express what the oratorical 
seems to be to me at least, and if it turns out not to be, 
this  Polus  here  (464) will  do the  refuting.  Presumably 
you call something body and something soul?”

Gorg. “How not?”

Soc. “And do you believe that each has its own 
state of well being?”

Gorg. “I do.”
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Soc. “How about this: do you believe they have 
an apparent well being that is not real and true? I mean 
something like this:  many people appear to be well  in 
their bodies, people one could not readily perceive not to 
be well unless he were a doctor or a gymnastic expert of 
some kind.”

Gorg. “That is true.”

Soc. “The sort of thing I am speaking about, in 
both in body and in soul, is what creates the appearance 
that  the body and the soul  are well,  while  their  actual 
state has nothing to do with it.”

Gorg. “That is how it is.”

Soc. “Come then. If I am able, I will lay out for 
you more clearly what I am trying to say. Just as there are 
two things, I say there are two arts: the art dealing with 
soul is what I call the political; as for the art dealing with 
the body, though I do not likewise have a name for it as a 
single art, while itself single this caring for the body has 
two parts, the one being the gymnastic art and the other 
the  healing  art.  And  of  the  political  art,  the  part  that 
correlates to the gymnastic I call the legislative, whereas 
the correlate to the healing art I call justice. Now these 
several  parts  have  some  overlap  with  each  other, 
respectively, since each pair deals with the same thing – 
the  healing  art  overlapping  the  gymnastic,  and  justice 
overlapping legislation – while at the same time they are 
distinct from one another.  

“Now while they are four and while it is always 
with a view of its noblest state they are administering
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their care, the one pair for the body and the other pair the 
soul, the pandereutic, sensing them – not understanding, 
that  is,  but  guessing  –  distributes  itself  fourfold,  and, 
donning  the  apparel  of  these  four  parts  respectively, 
feigns that it actually is the thing it dresses up as. It has 
no  concern  at  all  for  the  best  state  of  things,  but  by 
exploiting  any  opportunity  to  maximize  pleasure,  it 
always hunts after mindlessness and works its deception 
with the result that it is judged a thing of highest worth. 
In the robes of the healing art lurks the pandering of the 
delicatessen, and portrays itself as knowing what are the 
noblest of foods for the body, so that if among children 
there should be a contest  between the delicatessen and 
the  doctor  –  or  for  that  matter  among  grown  men  as 
mindless as children – as to which of these can really tell  
the difference between foods wholesome and corrupt, the 
doctor  or  the delicatessen,  the doctor  would starve for 
patients. I call the thing pandering, and I condemn it as 
ugly (465), Polus – this answer I direct to you – because 
it  aims  at  pleasure  without  regard  for  the  noble. 
Moreover,  an  art  I  deny  it  to  be,  only  accumulated 
experience, because it has no rationale at all by which it 
prescribes the things it prescribes, according to what they 
are by nature, out of the lack of which it is unequipped to 
say  what  causes  what.  For  my  part  I  do  not  call  any 
activity that lacks a rationale an art. 

“ … If you dispute these things I am willing to 
defend them in argument…

“Now as I am arguing, in the garb of the healing 
art  lurks  the  delicatessen’s  pandering.  In  that  of  the 
gymnastic  art  by  the  same  token  lurks  cosmetic 
pandering, a practice destructive, deceptive, ignoble, and
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slavish  that  deceives  with  lines  and  colors  and 

smoothness and sensation so as to create a beauty that 

people can bring on to themselves that is quite alien to 

the  appearance  that  is  their  own  resulting  from  their 

neglect  of exercise.  To keep from going on too long I 

would put it to you as the geometers do – you doubtless 

can already follow it: as the cosmetic is to the gymnastic, 

so is the delicatessen to the medical – but now make it 

thus: as  the  cosmetic  is  to  the  gymnastic,  so  is  the 

sophistic to the legislative; and as the delicatessen is to 

the doctor, so is oratory to justice. Now as I already said, 

they really are distinct in this way from each other by 

nature, but by dint of their being close to each other, the 

sophists and the orators are mixed together and taken to 

deal  with  the  same  things,  so  that  they  do  not  know 

which  name to  use  for  themselves,  just  as  the  rest  of 

mankind doesn’t know what to call them. For so it would 

be if the soul were not overseeing the body but rather the 

body oversaw itself; and if it were not by the soul that the 

pair  of  them,  the  delicatessen  and  the  doctor,  were 

observed and distinguished, but rather the body were the 

judge,  weighing  between  them  the  pleasantries  they 

render it: we would have the Anaxagorean condition in a 

big way, Polus my pal – something for which you have 

your own knack. All things would be mixed together in 

the same place, with medicine and health and delicacies 

indistinguishable.
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“So you have now heard what I say oratory is: the 
correlate for the soul to what delicacy was for the body. 
Perhaps,  in  summary,  I  have  done  something  very 
untoward  in  not  allowing  you  to  make  long  speeches 
while I myself have stretched out a continuous and long 
speech. Looking back, perhaps I deserve some clemency, 
since when I spoke in short  compass and directly,  you 
were not getting my meaning nor were you able to deal 
with the answer I gave you, but were needing to be taken 
through, step by step. And so if I, too, (466) prove unable 
to deal with an answer of yours, go ahead and stretch out 
your own explanation in turn; but if on the other hand I 
am able to deal with it, let me deal with it. So much is 
only fair. And likewise, if you are able to deal with my 
answer, deal away!”

Pol. “So what are you saying? To you, oratory is 
pandering?”

Soc “A part of pandering, I said. But you don’t 
remember, Polus, though you are so young. What are we 
to expect from you as you become older?”

Pol. “Do you really think our goodly orators in 
the cities are held in low esteem because people think 
them panders?”

Soc. “Is  that  a  question  or  the  beginning  of  a 
speech?”

Pol. “I only mean to ask.”

Soc. “They are not even estimated.”
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Pol. “How can you say they are ‘not estimated’? 
Don’t they wield the greatest power in the cities?”

Soc. “No, if you are saying that having power is 
something good for the person who has it.”

Pol. “But I certainly do.”

Soc. “Well in that case, of all the people in the 
city the orators seem to me to have the least power.”

Pol. “What? Don’t they, like the tyrants, execute 
whomever they want, and fine and exile from the cities 
whomever they decide to?”

Soc. “By the Dog, I really cannot decide, Polus, 

whether  what  you  are  saying  are  arguments  you  are 

making in trying to reveal your own opinion, or whether 

they are questions for me to answer.”

Pol. “You heard me, I asked you!”

Soc. “In  that  case,  my  dear,  I’ll  say  you  are 

asking me two things at once.”

Pol. “How two?”

Soc. “Didn’t  you  just  say,  ‘Do  the  orators  not 

execute whomever they want, as the tyrants do, and fine 

and expel from the cities whomever they decide to’?” 

Pol. “I did.”

Soc. “Well then I say to you that your questions 

are two, and as such I will give you an answer for both of
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them. What I say, Polus, is that both the orators and the 
tyrants have the smallest amount of power in the cities, as 
I was just saying, for they do almost nothing they want, 
though I do say they do what they judge is best.”

Pol. “And isn’t that having great power?”

Soc. “Not so, as Polus asserts.”

Pol. “I deny it? You may be sure I assert it!”

Soc. “Oh my, no! Not you of all  people, since 
you just said having great power was a good thing for the 
man who had it.”

Pol. “So I do say.”

Soc. “So do you think it a good thing whenever 
someone does what is in his eyes noblest, assuming he 
has no understanding? Is even that having great power, 
according to you?”

Pol. “No.”

Soc. “Then  will  you  show  the  orators  to  be 
understanding and (467) show oratory to be an art rather 
than a pandering, thereby refuting me? If you are going 
to leave me unrefuted, the orators who enact what they 
decide in the cities, and the tyrants, will have none of the 
good you see in that. But power is a good thing, as you 
assert, whereas doing what one judges to be best without 
understanding is a bad thing, as you grant along with me. 
No?”

Pol. “Yes.”
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Soc. “How  then  could  the  orators  ‘have  great 
power,’ or the tyrants, in the cities, as long as Socrates 
has not been shown to be wrong by Polus in respect to 
their doing what they want?”

Pol. “What am I to do with this man!”

Soc. “I deny they are achieving what they want. 
Come on, try and refute me!”

Pol. “Weren’t  you just  now agreeing that  they 
achieve what they judge to be best, right before you said 
this?”

Soc. “I do agree, even now.”

Pol. “But not that they achieve what they want?”

Soc. “I say no.”

Pol. “Achieving, however, what seems to them 
best?”

Soc. “I say yes.”

Pol. “It’s an intractable argument you make, and 
outlandish.”

Soc. “No accusations, peerless Polus, if I might 
address you in your own style. Instead, if you are able to 
ask me questions, bring to light that what I am saying is 
false. And if you are not able to ask questions, then play 
answerer.”

Pol. “Nay I  will play answerer,  if  I  might  see 
what it is you are arguing.”

Soc. “Say then whether you judge that men are 
always doing what they want, or whether what they want 
is that for the sake of which they are doing what they do. 
For instance, people that drink the medicine given them
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by doctors, do you judge that they want to do the thing 
they  are  doing  –  drinking  the  medicine  and  feeling 
horrible thereby – or do they want that other thing, being 
healthy, for the sake of which they drink?”

Pol. “Clearly, being healthy.”

Soc. “Also  with  those  who  are  sailing  or  are 
engaged in some other money-making activity. It isn’t the 
thing they are doing that they want (for who wants to put 
himself  at  risk  on  the  high  seas  and make trouble  for 
himself?) but the thing for the sake of which they sail: to 
be wealthy. For it is for the sake of wealth that they sail.”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Isn’t  it  this  way  in  general?  Whenever 
somebody does something for the sake of something, it is 
not  the latter  which he is  doing that  he wants  but  the 
former, for the sake of which he acts.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Now is there anything that is neither good 
nor bad, nor somewhere in between and neither good nor 
bad?”

Pol. “Very necessarily not, Socrates.”

Soc. “Would do you say that good is wisdom and 
health and wealth and the other things like these, whereas 
bad are the opposites of these?”

Pol. “I would.”

Soc. “And would you say the following sorts of 
things are the things that are neither good nor bad: things 
that sometimes have some good in them but other times 
some bad, and still  other times neither, like sitting and 
(468) walking and running and sailing, or again stones
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and sticks and the other things of that sort? Do you not 
say so? Or is it some other things you would call neither 
good nor bad?”

Pol. “No, these things.”

Soc. “Which is  it,  then? Is  it  these in-between 
things  that  people  do  for  the  sake  of  the  good things, 
when they do them, or do they do the good things for the 
sake of the in-between things?”

Pol. “Presumably it is the in-between things for 
the sake of the good ones.”

Soc. “Therefore it is in pursuit of the good that 
we walk when we walk, thinking it  better to do so, or 
oppositely when we stand still we stand still pursuant the 
same thing, the good. No?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  we  execute  if  we  do  execute 
somebody, and exile or fine a person, thinking it better 
for us to do these things than if we didn’t?”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Therefore it is for the sake of the good that 
people who act do all these things they do?

Pol. “I say yes.”

Soc. “And so we have agreed that the things we 
do for the sake of something, we do not because we want 
those things but  because we want  that  for  the sake of 
which we do them?”

Pol. “Exactly.”
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Soc, “Therefore  we  don’t  just  want  to  cut  a 
man’s throat nor exile him from the cities nor fine him, 
according to your image. Rather, whenever doing these 
things leads to some benefit we want to do them, given 
what they are, and whenever they are harmful we do not. 
For it is good things that we want to do, as you yourself 
affirm, whereas things that are neither good nor bad we 
do not want, let alone the bad things.

“Is that how it is? Do I seem to you to be 
speaking the truth, Polus, or not?

“Why aren’t you answering?”

Pol. “True.”

Soc. “So if we do agree to these things, then, if a 
person executes somebody or exiles him from a city or 
fines  him  whether  in  his  capacity  as  a  tyrant  or  his 
capacity as an orator, thinking it is better for himself, but 
if in fact it makes things worse, we may say such a man 
is doing what he decides.

“… Isn’t he?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Is he also doing what he wants, if as we 
said the thing is in fact a bad thing?

“Why don’t you answer?”

Pol. “Alright, then, he does not seem to me to be 
doing what he wants.”

Soc. “And so is there any way the man in this 
situation is wielding great power in that city of yours, if 
wielding power is a good thing, as you agreed?”

Pol. “There is not.”
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Soc. “Therefore  what  I  was  saying  was  true 
when I said that it is possible that a man who achieves 
what he decides in a city is not wielding great power, and 
is not doing what he wants.”

Pol. “But  you of  course  would  refuse the 
prerogative  to  do  whatever  one  ‘decides’ in  the  city, 
rather than not – and you never feel envy when you see 
somebody  executing  or  fining  or  binding  in  chains 
whatever popped into his mind to ‘decide’.”

Soc. “Do you mean justly or unjustly?”

Pol. (469) “Whichever  way he does it,  isn’t  it 
enviable both ways?”

Soc. “Don’t talk that way!”

Pol. “What way?”

Soc. “One  ought  not  envy  the  unenviable  any 
more than men who are wretched, but rather pity them.”

Pol. “What  now? Do you think the  men I  am 
talking about are in that state?”

Soc. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

Pol. “So  in  the  case  where  a  man  executes 
whomever he decides to, but is executing him justly, do 
you still judge the man to be a pitiful wretch?”

Soc. “I  do  not,  but  neither  do  I  judge  him 
enviable.”

Pol. “You didn’t  just  now declare him to be a 
wretch?”
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Soc. “The  one  who  killed  unjustly,  yes,  my 
fellow, and pitiable to boot; but the one who did it justly I 
declare to be unenviable.”

Pol. “Ah  so:  it’s  the  one  that  did  the  unjust 
dying that is pitiable and wretched?”

Soc. “Less so than the one who killed unjustly, 
and less than the one who dies justly.”

Pol. “How can that be, Socrates?”

Soc. “Here’s how: the fact is that the greatest of 
all evils is acting unjustly.”

Pol. “So  this is  the  greatest?  Being  done 
injustice isn’t greater?”

Soc. “Hardly.”

Pol. “You, then, would want to be dealt injustice 
rather than to deal it out?”

Soc. “As to  what  I  would want,  I  would want 
neither; but if it were necessary either to deal it out or be 
dealt it, I would choose to be dealt it rather than deal it 
out.”

Pol. “You, then, would not welcome exercising 
a tyrant’s power?”

Soc. “No,  not  if  you describe exercising it  the 
way I do.”

Pol. “Well I describe it as I did just now: having 
the prerogative in the city to do whatever seems best to
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one,  whether  killing  or  fining  or  doing  whatever, 
according to his decision.”

Soc. “My redoubtable fellow, give me a chance 
to describe it my way and then confront me with your 
description!  Imagine  in  the  open  marketplace  I  were 
carrying a concealed dagger and came up to you and said 
‘Polus,  I  have  just  come  into  a  certain  power  of  an 
amazingly tyrannical sort: All I have to do is decide by 
my own lights that one of these men you see around you 
here must die right now, on the spot:  dead will  he be, 
whichever I decide. And if I decide some one of them is 
to have his head bashed in, he’ll have it bashed in, right 
now on the spot; or have his cloak cut off him, then cut 
off his cloak will be so great is my power in this city of 
mine.’ And thereupon, when you didn’t believe me and I 
showed you my dagger, once you saw it you might say, 
‘Socrates, by that argument everybody would have great 
power since a house could be set on fire if you decided to 
and for that matter the harbors of Athens and her triremes 
and all the boats, public and private.’ So this isn’t what 
having great power consists in – ‘doing what one judges 
– or would you judge it is?”

Pol. “Not at all, not that way.”

Soc. (470) “So can you say what it is you find 
fault with in that kind of power?”

Pol. “I can.”

Soc. “So just what is it? … Tell me!”
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Pol. “The  person  who  does  things  that  way 

would necessarily be punished.”

Soc. “But isn’t being punished bad?”

Pol. “Quite bad.”

Soc. “And so my admirable fellow, back to the 

topic of having great power, it again seems to you that if 

he who is doing what he decides to do benefits from it 

then it is a good thing, and moreover that this, as you see 

it, is what it means to have great power; whereas if he 

does not benefit, doing what he wants is a bad thing and 

constitutes having little power. But let’s also investigate 

my point, too: We are agreeing, aren’t we, that sometimes 

it  is  a  better  thing  to  do  what  we  were  now  talking 

about,‘to  execute  and  exile  men  and  disenfranchise 

them,’ but sometimes not?”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “On this much at least we agree, both you 

and me.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “So  when would you say is it better to do 

these things? Tell me how you draw the line.”

Pol. “Since  this  is  your  question,  let’s  let  you 

answer it.”
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Soc. “For myself, then, Polus, if it  pleases you 

more that I should play answerer, I say that when it is 

justly  that  one  is  doing  these  things  it  is  better,  but 

whenever unjustly then it is worse.”

Pol. “You may be hard to beat in conversation, 

Socrates – but no, even a child could quash what are now 

saying as untrue.”

Soc. “Great, then, would be my gratitude to the 

child – and equally so to you, if you refute me and relieve 

me of talking nonsense. So please don’t let off but help a 

fellow who’s your friend. Bring on your refutation.”

Pol. “Fine, Socrates, but there’s no need to look 

to  yesteryear  for  grounds  to  defeat  your  position:  the 

latest news you have is quite enough to pull it off, and to 

show that many men who practice injustice are happy.”

Soc. “And what is this ‘latest’?”

Pol. “Archelaus, the son of Perdiccus whom you 
see ruling Macedon.”

Soc. “Even if  I  haven’t  seen him I have heard 
about him, at least.”

Pol. “Well,  do  you  judge  him  happy  or 
destitute?”

Soc. “I don’t know, Polus: I’ve never spent any 
time with the fellow.”

Pol. “What’s  that? If  you spent  time with him 
you could tell but you can’t already tell he is happy?”
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Soc. “Zeus be my witness, not at all!”

Pol. “Clearly then, Socrates, you will say you do 
not even know that the Great King is happy!”

Soc. “And in  so  saying I  will  be  speaking the 
truth. I don’t know about his upbringing or his justness.”

Pol. “What?  On  this  alone  all  happiness  is 
based?”

Soc. “So do I argue, at least, Polus: it is the fine 
and good man and woman that I say is happy, and the 
unjust and base unhappy.”

Pol. (471) “Unhappy then is our Archelaus.”

Soc. “Yes, provided he is unjust.”

Pol. “But really – how could he not be unjust, he 
who in the first place has no proper claim to the realm he 
now holds,  born as  he is  from a slave of  Alketes,  the 
brother of Perdiccus, so that as for justice he is a slave of 
Alketes, and if he wanted to do what justice commands 
he would be serving as a slave to Alketes and as such 
would  be  a  happy  man  according  to  your  argument. 
Instead he has become astoundingly  unhappy,  since he 
has by now committed the greatest of unjust acts, he who 
started out by summoning that very master of his for the 
purpose of restoring to him the rule that Perdiccas had 
stripped  him of.  He  received  him into  his  house  as  a 
guest,  him and his son Alexander,  who was his cousin 
and about the same age, and got them drunk and loaded 
them  into  a  cart  and  drove  them  out  under  cover  of 
darkness,  slit  their  throats  and dispatched their  bodies. 
Even though he committed these greatest injustices it was 
lost on him that he had become most miserable and he 
had no regrets. Soon after it was his brother, the
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legitimate  son  of  Perdiccas,  a  child  of  about  seven  to 
whom the rule was passing on by right: Archelaus did not 
want to become happy by raising him justly and passing 
on the rule to him, but threw him into a well to drown 
him instead and ran off to his mother, Cleopatra, to report 
to her breathlessly that the boy had been hunting a swan 
and fell into the well and died. And just so, at present, 
seeing that he has committed the greatest injustice in all 
Macedon, he is the most unhappy of all the Macedonians 
– not the happiest after all – so that Yes, we’ll find some 
Athenian,  starting  with  you  for  instance,  who  would 
sooner be any Macedonian other than Archelaus.”

Soc. “Just  so,  early on in all  our talk,  Polus,  I 
said in praise of you that it  seems to me you are well 
brought up in oratory, but that you have ignored dialogue. 
So too, now: Is this really the speech by which even a 
child could ‘defeat’ me? Do I now stand utterly defeated 
by this speech in your eyes, for claiming as I do that the 
man who behaves unjustly is not happy? On what basis, 
my good man? In very fact, I do not agree with anything 
you have said!”

Pol. “You aren’t willing to – since you believe 
what I am saying.”

Soc. “My redoubtable fellow! Now I get it: you 
are trying to refute me oratorically, the way they take it to 
be refuting in the law courts.  In those venues, the one 
party is judged to be refuting the other if he brings in lots 
of reputable witnesses to testify for the positions he is 
advocating,  whereas  his  opponent  has  brought  in  only 
one somebody-or-other, or even none. But your kind of 
refutation is  worthless  (472) as  to  the  truth.  In  fact,  a 
person is sometimes even brought down by large
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numbers  of  influential  persons who give  false witness. 
Just  so  in  the  present  case,  almost  everybody  will 
corroborate  what  you are  saying,  Athenians as  well  as 
foreigners, if it is witnesses you want to adduce who will 
testify against me that what I am saying is not true. As 
witnesses you might call Nicias the son of Niceratos, if 
you wish,  and his  brothers  to  back him up,  for  whom 
those  tripods  have  been  set  up  in  a  neat  line  in  the 
Dionysian Theatre, or if you wish Aristocrates the son of 
Skellios in whose honor that fine monument stands in the 
Pythian Stadium – or  if  you want  the entire  family of 
Pericles, or some other clan you might single out from 
these parts. But I, a single person, disagree with you, and 
you are  not  compelling me.  Instead you try to  adduce 
many false witnesses against me so as to exile me from 
the realm of what really counts and what is true. But as 
for me, if I fail to summon you yourself as my witness, a 
single man to corroborate what I am saying, by my lights 
I  have  achieved  nothing  worth  mentioning,  whatever 
comes up in our conversation. And my sense is that you 
haven’t either, unless I myself as a single man serve as 
your  witness  and  all  those  others  of  yours  you  leave 
aside. That is a refutation in a way, according to you and 
many others; but there is another kind according to me. 
Let’s set them side by side and see how they differ. For in 
very fact the question we find ourselves on opposite sides 
of is no small matter but I daresay the one question about 
which  to  be  knowledgeable  is  the  finest  thing  and 
ignorance the most shameful. For ultimately it is a matter 
of succeeding or failing to recognize who is happy and 
who is not. Just so, as to the present question, the first 
point is that you really hold that it is possible that a man 
can be blessedly happy who commits injustice and is an
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unjust man, if in fact you hold that Archelaus is unjust 
but nevertheless happy. Let this be our interpretation of 
what you believe, unless you say otherwise.”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “And what I say is that it’s impossible. That 
is the first thing about which we differ. Next, if one acts 
unjustly will he be happy if he encounters the penalty and 
recompense?”

Pol. “Hardly,  given  that  at  under  those 
circumstances he would be most destitute.”

Soc. “But if he does not encounter the penalty, 
then according to your argument, he will be happy.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “But conversely, according to my opinion, 
Polus,  the man who commits injustice and is  unjust  is 
utterly destitute, but even more destitute if he does not 
meet  with  justice  and  pay  the  penalty,  having  acted 
unjustly, and yet less destitute if he does pay the penalty 
and meet with justice, at the behest of gods and men.”

Pol. (473) “The thing you are trying to argue is 
kooky, Socrates!”

Soc. “Nevertheless  I  will  try  to  bring  you  to 
make the same argument that I do, for I view you as a 
friend. But as of now, here is the point on which we differ 
– and see if you think so. In what we have said so far, I 
have declared committing injustice to be a greater evil 
than suffering it.”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And you, that suffering is.”
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Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And I argued that those who act unjustly 
are unhappy, and was fully refuted by you – ”

Pol. “You can be quite sure of that!”

Soc. “– as you think.”

Pol. “Thinking truly.”

Soc. “Maybe, but you for your part think those 
who act unjustly are happy, as long as they don’t pay the 
penalty.”

Pol. “Very much so.”

Soc. “And I for my part assert they are the most 
unhappy of people, while those who pay the penalty are 
less so. Do you want to challenge this point also?”

Pol. “Oh my, Socrates, this is even harder than 
your other point to defeat.”

Soc. “No,  not  harder:  impossible.  The  truth  is 
never defeated.”

Pol. “How can you say that? If a man is caught 
in the unjust act of plotting a tyranny, and once caught is 
strung up and castrated and has his eyes burnt out, and, 
himself having suffered disfigurements many and great 
and looked on as the same things were inflicted upon his 
wife and children, then meets his end by being nailed to a 
board or burned alive, shall this man be the more happy 
than if he were to get away with that act and assume the 
tyrant’s throne and live the rest of his life in his city
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doing exactly what he wants – envied and counted happy 
by  the  citizens  and  by  foreigners  to  boot?  This is  the 
thesis you are saying cannot be defeated?”

Soc. “Now you  trying  to  intimidate  me,  brave 
Polus, and not refute me. And before you were calling 
witnesses!  And  yet  remind  me:  did  you  say,  ‘If  he 
unjustly plots against a tyranny’?”

Pol. “I did.”

Soc. “Well  then  happier  neither  will  ever  be, 
neither the one that captures the throne unjustly nor the 
one that  pays the penalty – of  a  pair  of  destitute  men 
neither can be the happier – but you can say that the one 
who  gets  away  with  it  and  becomes  tyrant  would  be 
unhappier.

“…  and  what’s  this,  Polus  –  you  laugh?  Still 
another  type  of  refutation  when  somebody  asserts 
something, that you ridicule it but not refute it?”

Pol. “Don’t  you  think  you  have  already  been 
been defeated, when you find yourself arguing something 
of  such ilk  that  no man would agree? Just  ask any of 
these here!”

Soc. “Polus,  please!  I  don’t  make  a  career  of 
politics: Just last year, when it fell to my tribe to serve in 
the Prytany, I had (474) to put something to a vote and I 
was laughed down for not knowing how to do it. So don’t 
bid  me  to  put  this  to  a  vote  now,  among  these  here; 
instead, if you have no better method of refutation to run 
than these, give me a turn at it, as I said before, and try to 
work through the sort of thing I call a refutation. In my 
case there is one witness I know how to adduce for what I
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argue,  the  very  man  with  whom  I  am  having  my 
discussion: the testimony of the many I forgo. Likewise it 
is  one man that  I  know how to poll:  with the many I 
likewise forgo to dialogue. See then if you will  finally 
submit  to testing by playing answerer.  I  truly do think 
that  both  I  and  you  and  everybody  else  believe  that 
committing injustice is  a worse thing than suffering it, 
and that not paying the penalty is worse than paying it.”

Pol “And I think that neither I nor anybody else 
does – since you  would accept suffering injustice more 
than committing it.”

Soc. “You would, too – and everybody else.”

Pol. “Far from it: not I, not you, not anybody.”

Soc. ... “So you won’t answer?”

Pol. “I  certainly  will,  for  I  am eager  to  know 
what in the world you are going to say!”

Soc. “Then tell me, so you can know, as if we 
were starting all over with this question: ‘Tell me, Polus, 
which do you judge is worse, to do injustice or to be done 
it?’ ”

Pol. “To be done it, I would say.”

Soc. “But  which  is  more  shameful?  To  do 
injustice or be done it?

“... Answer!”

Pol. “To do it.”

Soc. “Is it  also worse, if as you say it  is more 
shameful?”

Pol. “Not in the least.”
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Soc. “I get what you are saying: You deny that 
the  same  thing  is  both  fine  and  good,  or  bad  and 
shameful.”

Pol. “Yes, not at all.”

Soc. “What about this: Of all things that are fine, 
whether bodies or colors or shapes or voices or practices, 
are  you  calling  them fine  in  each  case  looking  off  to 
nothing as a reference? For instance, first of all, bodies 
that are fine: don’t say they are fine in accordance with 
their usefulness in connection with whatever in each case 
they are useful for, that it is in connection with this that 
they are fine, or in accordance with some pleasure they 
provide, if in being beheld they give joy to the beholders?
Have you anything else to mention besides these two, as 
to the fineness of a body?”

Pol. “No I haven’t.”

Soc. “And  isn’t  it  so  for  all  the  other  things, 
whether for shapes or colors, that either because of some 
pleasure  or  some  usefulness  or  because  of  both,  you 
denominate them ‘fine’?”

Pol. “Yes I do.”

Soc. “And  isn’t  it  also  so  for  voices  and 
everything else that is musical?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Moreover,  in  the  matter  of  laws  and 
practices: they are not exceptions, presumably, the fine 
ones, from being either useful or pleasurable, or both.”

Pol. (475) “They do not seem exceptions to me.”
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Soc. “And is the fineness of studies similar?”

Pol. “Quite so. Indeed you are doing a fine job 
of  distinguishing  this  time,  using  the  pleasant  and  the 
good as distinguishing marks of the fine.”

Soc. “Is  it  by  the  opposite  that  we  define  the 
ugly – by pain and by badness?”

Pol. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “Therefore whenever one of two fine things 
is finer, it is because it exceeds the other in one or both of 
these two aspects that it is finer, whether in pleasure or in 
usefulness or both.”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “And so,  on the other hand, when one of 
two ugly things is uglier, it is either because it exceeds 
the other in pain or in badness that it is uglier – or does 
this not necessarily follow?”

Pol. “It does.”

Soc. “Come  then,  what  was  being  said  just  a 
moment  ago about  committing and suffering injustice? 
Were you not saying that undergoing injustice was worse 
but committing it was uglier?

Pol. “So I was.”

Soc. “And if as you aver committing injustice is 
uglier  than  undergoing  it,  it  is  either  more  painful  – 
exceeding the other in pain, that is – or in badness, or in 
both? Is this equally necessarily?”

Pol. “How could it not be?”
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Soc. “So  first  let’s  investigate  whether  it  is  in 
pain  that  doing  injustice  exceeds  undergoing  it,  and 
whether  those  who  act  unjustly  suffer  more  pain  than 
those who are dealt injustice.”

Pol. “That, for sure, Socrates, is not the case.”

Soc. “So it is not in pain that it exceeds.”

Pol. “No indeed.”

Soc. “And if not in pain then the possibility of 
exceeding it in both is ruled out.”

Pol. “Clearly.”

Soc. “And so to exceed in the other is what is 
left.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “In badness.”

Pol. “So it seems.”

Soc. “And  since  exceeding  in  badness,  doing 
injustice would be worse than suffering it.”

Pol. “Clearly so.”

Soc “Now didn’t we agree just a moment ago 
that,  according to the majority of  mankind and to you 
yourself, doing injustice is uglier than suffering it?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “But now it appears also to be worse?”

Pol. “Seems so.”
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Soc. “So  would  you  sooner  accept  something 
both worse and uglier than something less so?

 … “Don’t  shrink  from answering,  Polus  –  no 
harm will come to you. Have the heart to give yourself 
over  to  the  argument,  as  to  a  doctor,  and answer.  Say 
‘Yea’ or ‘Nay’ to what I am asking you.”

Pol. “You’re  right,  I  would  not  accept  it, 
Socrates.”

Soc. “And would any other man?”

Pol. “No, it seems to me, given this argument.”

Soc. “And so it was true when I said that neither 
I  nor  you  nor  any  man  would  accept  doing  injustice 
rather than suffering it – for the fact is, it is worse.”

Pol. “So it seems.”

Soc. “So now you can see, Polus, by setting one 
style of refutation alongside the other, that they resemble 
each other not at all: in yours all others agree with you 
except for me, whereas in mine it suffices that you, as 
only a (476) single man, agree with me and serve as my 
witness, and in polling only you I can ignore the others.
Let’s let that be how it  stands between us on this first 
topic.  Next,  let’s  investigate  the  second  question  on 
which we had discrepant views: whether for the man who 
acts unjustly to pay the penalty is the greatest of evils, as 
you  were  thinking,  or  whether  not  paying  it  is  a  still 
greater  evil,  as  I  was  thinking.  Let’s  investigate  the 
matter as follows. Are paying the penalty and being justly 
punished, when one has committed injustice, according 
to you, the same thing?”

Pol. “They are.”
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Soc. “Are you able to argue against the idea that 
all just things as such are fine, to the extent they are just? 
Think carefully and answer.”

Pol. “Nay, I do judge them to be, Socrates.”

Soc. “Then think also about this: Would you say 
that if somebody does something, that by necessity there 
is also something that undergoes what this doer does?”

Pol. “I think so.”

Soc. “And  does  this  thing,  by  virtue  of 
undergoing what the acting agent does, also take on the 
quality  of  what  the  agent  does  to  it?  What  I  mean  is 
something like this: if somebody strikes something, it is 
necessary that something is struck.”

Pol. “Necessary.”

Soc. “And if he who is striking strikes intensely 
or fast, the stricken thing is struck in like manner?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “The  undergoing  that  belongs  to  the 
stricken  thing  is  of  the  same  quality  as  the  way  the 
striking element struck.”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “And if someone burns, it is necessary that 
something is being burned?”

Pol. “How not?”

Soc. “And if he burns it intensely or painfully, so 
also is the cauterized thing cauterized – namely, the way 
the cauterizer cauterized it?”

Pol. “Quite.”

60



Soc. “And is it analogous if he cuts something? 
Is something cut?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And if  the  cut  is  large  or  deep,  or  it  is 
painful, the cut that was cut has the quality as the cutting 
agent’s cutting?”

Pol. “It seems so.”

Soc. “And bundling all that together see whether 
you agree, as I just now put it, that in all cases, whatever 
way  the  acting  agent  performs  his  action  so  does  the 
undergoing element undergo it.”

Pol. “But I do agree.”

Soc. “That  being agreed,  let  me ask,  is  paying 
the penalty an undergoing or a doing?”

Pol. “Necessarily it is an undergoing.”

Soc. “An undergoing under some active agent?”

Pol. “How could it not be? Under the agency of 
the punisher.”

Soc. “Does  he  who  punishes  correctly  punish 
justly?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Doing just things or not?”

Pol. “Just things.”

Soc. “Does  he  who is  punished,  in  paying the 
penalty, undergo just things?”

Pol. “It seems so.”
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Soc. “But hadn’t it been agreed that just things 
are fine?”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “Therefore,  one  of  these  two  does  fine 
things  and  the  other  undergoes  them,  namely  the  man 
being punished.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. (477) “If  they are  fine,  are  they good,  as 
being either pleasurable or beneficial?”

Pol. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “Therefore it is good things that the person 
paying the penalty undergoes?”

Pol. “So it seems.”

Soc. “He is being benefitted, therefore?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Is it the same benefit that I assume it to be 
–  that  he  becomes  more  noble  in  soul  if  he  is  justly 
punished?”

Pol. “Well, I guess so.”

Soc. “And so the  person paying the  penalty  is 
released from a badness of soul?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Is it from the greatest evil he is released? 
Look  at  it  this  way:  as  to  the  status  of  a  man’s 
possessions,  do  you  observe  any  other  badness  than 
poverty?”

Pol. “No, it is poverty.”
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Soc. “What about the state of his body? Would 
you  declare  that  weakness  is  its  evil,  and  disease  and 
ugliness and such things?”

Pol. “I would.”

Soc. “Do you also take it that there is a baseness 
of soul?

Pol. “How could there not be?”

Soc. “And  would  you  call  this  injustice  and 
ignorance and fearfulness and such things?”

Pol. “Quite.”

Soc. “So for the three things – possessions, body, 
and soul  –  you have named three  basenesses:  poverty, 
disease, and injustice?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc “Which  of  your  three  basenesses  is  the 
ugliest? Isn’t it injustice and intemperance and baseness 
of soul in general?”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “But if the ugliest, isn’t it also the worst?”

Pol. “How would you argue that?”

Soc. “Here’s  how.  Always,  the  ugliest  thing  is 
ugliest  because  it  brings  on  the  greatest  pain  or  the 
greatest harm, or both, based on the agreements we have 
already reached before.”

Pol. “Exactly.”
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Soc. “But  didn’t  we  reach  just  now  the 
agreement that what is ugliest is injustice and the whole 
badness of soul taken together?”

Pol. “So we did.”

Soc. “Isn’t it the ugliest of these things as being 
the  most  annoying  and  exceeding  in  annoyance,  or  as 
being exceedingly harmful, or both?”

Pol. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “Is it a more painful thing than being poor 
or being sick that one should be be unjust and unbridled 
and timid and ignorant?”

Pol. “Not in my opinion, Socrates – not at least 
on the basis of the present agreements.”

Soc. “Then it is by exceeding all others in some 
extraordinary and great harm and some astounding evil, 
that the badness of soul is the ugliest of all things since it 
is not so in its painfulness, as you argue.”

Pol. “It seems so.”

Soc. “But presumably what is exceeding in this 
greatest of harms would as such be the worst of all things 
that exist.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Injustice therefore,  and rashness,  and the 
rest of the badness of soul is the greatest evil of all things 
that exist.”

Pol. “Evidently.”
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Soc. “Now  which  art  is  it  that  relieves  us  of 
poverty? Not the art of moneymaking?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And which of disease? Isn’t it medicine?”

Pol. “Necessarily.”

Soc. (478) “But which of badness and injustice? 
If you don’t have any ideas at the moment let me make a 
suggestion. Where, and to whom, do we lead people who 
are sick in their bodies?”

Pol. “To the doctors, Socrates.”

Soc. “And  where  do  we  lead  those  who  are 
committing injustice and those who are acting rashly?”

Pol. “You are saying that it is to the judges.”

Soc. “In order to pay their penalty?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And isn’t it by employing a kind of justice 
that  those  who  punish  correctly  are  doing  their 
punishing?”

Pol. “Clearly!”

Soc. “So moneymaking relieves poverty,  medi-
cine relieves sickness, and justice relieves licentiousness 
and injustice.”

Pol. “Apparently.”

Soc. “Which then of these that you are speaking 
of is the finest?”

Pol. “Which ‘these’ do you mean?”
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Soc. “Moneymaking, medicine, justice.”

Pol. “Far superior, Socrates, is justice.”

Soc. “So it, in turn, creates the greatest pleasure 
or benefit or both – given that it is the finest.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Now is being treated by a doctor pleasant? 
Do those who are being treated enjoy it?”

Pol. “I think not.”

Soc. “But it’s beneficial – right?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “After all, one is being relieved of a great 
evil,  so  that  it  profits  him  to  endure  the  pain  and  be 
healthy.”

Pol. “Of course.”

Soc. “Now  is  this  the  way  for  a  man  to  be 
happiest  about  his  body  –  if  he  submits  himself  to 
medical treatment – or if he doesn’t even fall ill in the 
first place?”

Pol. “Clearly, if he doesn’t fall ill.”

Soc. “For  happiness  never  was  merely  being 
released from evil,  but never having taken it  on in the 
first place.”

Pol “That is true.”

Soc. “What about this: Of two men who are in a 
bad way, which is the worse off, whether as to body or 
soul: the one who is getting treatment and being relieved 
of the evil, or the one who though badly off is not getting 
treatment?”
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Pol. “To me it seems the one who is not getting 
treatment.”

Soc. “Was paying the penalty a release from the 
greatest evil, from baseness of soul?”

Pol. “It was.”

Soc. “For what tempers them and thereby makes 
them juster and turns out to be a medicine for baseness is 
justice.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “So the happiest man is he who is not bad 
off in his soul, since it became apparent that this is the 
greatest of evils.”

Pol. “Clearly, indeed.”

Soc. “And  second  happiest,  I  presume,  is  the 
man who is being relieved of it.”

Pol. “It seems so.”

Soc. “But  this  was  the  man,  by  our  argument, 
who  submits  himself  to  reproach  and  chastisement  – 
who, in short, pays the penalty.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “And so if he has injustice and is not being 
relieved of it, he is living the worst life.”

Pol. “Apparently.”

Soc. “And  isn’t  this  man  the  one  who,  while 
committing  the  greatest  of  injustices  and  adopting 
injustice  as  his  way  of  life,  contrives  never  to  be 
chastised (479) nor punished nor pay the penalty, all set
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up  like  Archelaus,  according  to  you,  and  those  other 
tyrants and orators and strong men of yours?”

Pol. “So it seems.”

Soc. “For what these men, my best of fellows, 
have contrived is virtually the same thing as if a person 
wracked by the greatest  of ailments should contrive to 
avoid paying the penalty to the physicians for his sins 
against his body, and avoid being treated by them, out of 
a childish fear of being cauterized or cut merely because 
it is painful. Would you agree with this?”

Pol. “I at least would.”

Soc. “... yet ignorant all the while, as it seems, of 
what sort of thing the health and virtue of the body is. It 
may just be, given the agreements we have reached, that 
they would be doing the same sort of thing as those who 
seek acquittal from paying the penalty, Polus: looking at 
the  pain  involved  but  utterly  blind  to  the  benefit  and 
ignorant  of  how  much  worse  it  is  to  be  living  and 
dwelling with an unhealthy soul than with an unhealthy 
body, a soul unsound and unjust and impious, which for 
its own part leads one to do everything he can to avoid 
paying the penalty and to avoid being released from the 
greatest  evil,  both  by  managing  his  money  and  his 
alliances,  and  by  hoping  to  become  as  persuasive  as 
possible  at  speaking.  But  if  the  agreements  you  and  I 
have  reached  are  true,  do  you  see  the  upshots  of  our 
discussion? Or should we perhaps summarize them?”

Pol. “If you already plan to.”

Soc. “Doesn’t it turn out that the greatest evil is 
injustice and acting unjustly?”
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Pol. “It seems so.”

Soc. “But  it  became  apparent  that  paying  the 
penalty is a release from this evil.”

Pol. “Looks like it.”

Soc. “Whereas not to pay the penalty is to abide 
in the evil.”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “The  mere  act  of  committing  injustice  is 
therefore the second greatest of evils, though in the true 
nature of things to do so without paying the penalty ranks 
the first and greatest of evils.”

Pol. “Seems so.”

Soc. “Isn’t  this  the  very  gravamen  of  our 
disagreement, my friend, you admiring the happiness of 
Archelaus as a doer of injustice who never paid a penalty; 
and  I  thinking  the  opposite,  that  any  man,  whether 
Archelaus  or  anyone  you  wish,  who does  not  pay  the 
penalty after acting unjustly, can only expect to exceed 
all other men in being badly off, and that always the man 
who commits injustice is worse off than the man who has 
it  done  to  him,  while  the  man  who  does  not  pay 
thepenalty is  worse off  than the man who does.  These 
were the things that were proposed by me, weren’t they?”

Pol. “Yes.”

Soc. “Does it now stand proved that the points 
proposed are true?”

Pol. “Apparently.”
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Soc. (480) “Well  then,  if  these things are true, 
Polus, wherein lies the great usefulness of oratory? For 
we have come to agree that one must first and foremost 
scrupulously avoid acting unjustly,  oneself,  recognizing 
that  to  do so in  itself  already constitutes  quite  enough 
trouble. No?”

Pol. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And  that  if  a  man  does  commit  an 
injustice,  whether  himself  or  somebody  else  under  his 
care, what he must do is voluntarily to betake himself to 
you-know-where,  where  he  might  be  able  to  pay  the 
penalty right away, just like going to a doctor, lest the 
illness being prolonged should make the soul fester and 
render it incurable. What else are we arguing than this, 
Polus,  assuming  of  course  that  our  earlier  agreements 
stay  put.  Isn’t  it  necessarily  true  that  drawing  this 
conclusion  is  consistent  with  those  earlier  agreements, 
and drawing a different conclusion is not?”

Pol. “What  indeed,  then,  Socrates,  are we  to 
assert?”

Soc. “Well,  for  mounting  a  defense  of  unjust 
behavior,  whether  one’s  own  or  that  of  fathers  or 
associates  or  children,  or  of  the  fatherland  when  it 
commits an injustice, oratory is of no use at all for you 
and  me,  Polus,  unless  if  one  should  assume  to  the 
contrary  that  one must  prosecute,  in  the  first  instance, 
oneself, and then one’s family members and any others 
that  are  friends  who  might  at  some  point  become 
involved in injustice, and seek not to conceal the unjust 
act but bring it into the light of day, so that one might pay 
the penalty and be healed; and to compel both oneself
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and the others not to shrink in timidity but to step up and 
grit  their  teeth  and  step  forward  with  nobility  and 
bravery,  as  if  they  were  to  be  cut  or  cauterized  by  a 
physician, in pursuit of being good and admirable; and 
were taking no account of the pain involved, whether it 
be being beaten for having done something deserving of 
stripes,  or  being  imprisoned if  that  is  the  penalty,  and 
exile if exile is what one deserves or dying if it is death, 
oneself  being  his  own  first  accuser  and  that  of  his 
relatives  also,  and  using  oratorical  power  for  just  this 
purpose, so that by their unjust deeds becoming totally 
visible they might achieve a release from the greatest of 
all evils: injustice. Shall we declare this to be so, Polus, 
or shall we not?”

Pol. “To my mind it’s kooky, Socrates, though to 
your mind it may well jibe with what came before.”

Soc. “Isn’t  it  necessary either to dissolve those 
agreements,  or  else  to  accept  that  these  entailments 
necessary follow?”

Pol. “With that much I can agree.”

Soc. “And to look at the other side of it, if one is 
called upon to treat a man badly, whether an enemy or 
anyone else – with the sole exception when oneself  is 
suffering injustice at this enemy’s hands, in which case 
he must worry about his own downside – but if instead it 
is somebody else that his enemy is treating unjustly, in 
that  case  one  must  use  all  means  (481) available  in 
speech  and  in  action  to  manage  that  he  not pay  the 
penalty and not come before the judge. And if he does,
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one  must  machinate  that  his  enemy  somehow  escape 

judgment  and  get  off  without  paying  the  penalty  – 

instead, if he has stolen a lot of gold, that he not pay it 

back but keep it and spend it on himself and his people 

unjustly  and  impiously;  and  in  turn  that  if  he  has 

committed misdeeds whose penalty is death that he not 

see his death but if possible will live forever as a base 

man, and if not that, at least live that sort of life just as 

long  as  possible.  It  is  for  these  purposes,  Polus,  that 

oratory  seems to  me useful,  seeing  that  for  somebody 

who is not bent on injustice I’d say it’s of no great use, if 

of any use at all – which at least our previous discussion 

has plainly shown it not to be.”

CALLICLES:  “Tell  me,  Chaerephon,  is  Socrates 

serious in what he says or is he kidding?”

CHAEREPHON: “If you ask me he’s dead serious – 

but ‘there’s nothing like asking the man himself’!”

Call. “But Zeus be my witness, I’m really eager 

to. Tell me, Socrates, are we to say you are serious or 

joking in arguing this? For if you are serious and what 

you are saying ends up being the truth, the way we now 

live as people would be turned upside down, and likely 

everything we are doing is exactly the opposite of what 

we ought to be doing!”
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Soc. “Callicles, I have to say that if there were 
no  certain  experience  undergone  by  men,  some 
undergoing it for one thing and others for another thing 
or for the same, but instead some one of us underwent 
some private  experience rather  than that  of  the others, 
then it would not be at all easy for the one to describe 
what  he  was  undergoing  to  the  other.  I  say  this 
recognizing that you and I do in fact undergo the same 
experience and feeling,  both of  us  being in  love,  each 
with his own, I with Alcibiades and philosophy, and you 
with a pair of Demoses, the demos of the Athenians as 
well as Pyrilampes’ son. Just so I have often looked on 
and  witnessed  that  whatever  your  beloved  asserts  – 
however he says things stand – clever man though you 
are, I see you powerless to contradict him but flip upside 
down and backwards however you must to suit him: in 
the assembly when you are making a case and the Demos 
of  the Athenians denies that  that’s  how it  is,  you shift 
your position and say what  Demos ipse  wants, and you 
act the same way,  mutatis mutandis,  in the presence of 
the son of Pyrilampes, your beautiful boy. You just can’t 
oppose your beloved, whether in his counsels or in what 
he says, – and the result is that if someone on such an 
occasion were to  express  bewilderment  as  to  how you 
could  say  things  so  strange  at  his  behest,  you  would 
perhaps say to him – if you wanted to tell him the truth – 
that unless someone intervenes and causes your beloved 
to  stop  saying  those  things  you  aren’t  going  to  stop 
saying them, either.  (482) So believe likewise that you 
are hearing the same kind of thing from me: don’t
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express bewilderment at  what I  am saying, but instead 
intervene  and  cause  philosophy,  my  beloved,  to  stop 
saying them. For she it is who is saying what you have 
just heard, my friend and fellow, and she is a good deal 
less excitable than my other beloved. That son of Cleinias 
is of different minds at different times, but philosophy’s 
arguments are always the same, and just now you express 
surprise at the things she says though you yourself were 
present while they were being argued. So either defeat 
her in what I argued with Polus just now by arguing that 
it is not true that doing injustice and that not paying the 
penalty for acting unjustly is the ultimate of all evils, or, 
if you allow this to stand unchallenged, then I aver by the 
Dog, that Egyptian god, that Callicles will not agree with 
you, Callicles, but will be in disharmony every day of his 
life. Yet to my mind, my best of men, it is better for me 
that my lyre be poorly tuned and play discordantly – and 
a chorus, too, if ever I should lead one – and that the vast 
majority of men not be agreeing with me but hold the 
opposite position, than for me who am but one man to be 
out  of  harmony  with  myself  and  to  be  arguing 
contradictories.”

Call. “Socrates! You come across as playing the 
virtuoso in  your  way of  arguing,  making a  real  public 
speaker of yourself! Here you are, playing it  up to the 
crowd that Polus is undergoing the same experience he 
criticized Gorgias for undergoing in his conversation with 
you. Polus said, didn’t he, that when Gorgias was asked 
by  you  whether,  when  a  student  who  wants  to  learn 
oratory arrives for instruction having no knowledge of

74



justice, whether Gorgias would instruct him, that he was 
shamed into saying that  he  would instruct  him, simply 
because this is the way people act and people would hold 
it against him if he said he would not – that once he had 
agreed to this he was forced into contradicting himself, 
that  this  is  all  you are  trying to  bring about  –  and he 
ridiculed you for it – correctly, as I at least thought at the 
time. And this time he himself is undergoing this same 
experience all over again, and I am less than pleased with 
Polus over this, that he yielded to your suggestion that 
doing  injustice  is  uglier  than  undergoing  it.  Once  he 
agreed to that, it was his turn to become ensnared in the 
nets of your argument and be reduced to silence, ashamed 
to say what he plainly sees in his mind. You really do 
force  the  argument  into  such  crass  and  demagogical 
notions, Socrates, though you claim you are pursuing the 
truth of the matter, in particular into this notion of what 
by  nature  is  not  admirable  though  admirable  by 
convention. Most of the time these things are contrary to 
each other, nature and convention, so anytime someone 
out (483) of shame does not dare say what he thinks and 
knows, he is compelled to contradict himself. Just so you, 
having mastered  this  paltry  trick,  are  cheating  in  your 
way  of  talking.  Whenever  someone  says  something 
according to convention, you ask a question tacitly aimed 
at what is according to nature; and if he talks nature you 
talk convention. So it is in the present case, the case of 
committing injustice and suffering it: when Polus was
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saying  which  is  more  shameful  and  ugly  according  to 

convention,  you  attacked  the  convention  according  to 

nature.  

“For by nature it is entirely uglier, besides being 

worse, to undergo injustice, though by convention uglier 

to commit it. For indeed to suffer this lies not in store for 

anyone who is a real man – to undergo injustice – but for 

a man in chains, who would be better off dead than alive: 

the sort who though wronged and besmirched hasn’t the 

resources to do anything for himself nor for anyone under 

his care. But as to law, let me tell you the people that 

make the laws are the weak men, the many. It is with an 

eye  to  themselves  and  their  advantage  that  they  write 

their laws, praise what they praise, and blame what they 

blame: In order to deter those who are the more vigorous 

of mankind and able to have upper hand, lest they have 

the upper hand over them, they make their case that it is 

shameful and unjust to have more, that this is the essence 

of injustice, to seek to have more than the rest – for they 

are satisfied for themselves – I’ll  say it  – if they have 

‘equality,’ given the fact that they are inferior. And so by 

convention  this  is  said  to  be  unjust  and  shameful  – 

seeking to be better off than the many – and they call the 

act a crime. But regardless, nature herself makes plain the 

facts: It is just that the better have more than the worse,
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and the more able than the less able. She shows this not 
only  in  the  animal  realm  but  the  human  also,  among 
whole cities and among the races of mankind, that this is 
how justice is determined: the stronger rules over and is 
better off than the weaker. Since what kind of justice did 
Xerxes employ when he brought his army against Hellas, 
or his father against the Scythians, or thousands of other 
such cases one could speak of  along these same lines. 
Anyway, my sense is that these men did these things in 
accordance with nature, the nature of the just – indeed, by 
Zeus, in accordance with the  law of nature, if you will, 
but not, you may be sure, in accordance with the law that 
we institute, molding the noblest men like clay, the most 
vigorous in our midst, taking charge of them from their 
youth like young lions; by singing incantations and magic 
spells over them we enslave them to believe  (484) the 
story that equality must be the rule and this is what is the 
fine and the just. But mark you if ever a man is born with 
an adequate endowment from nature, shaking all that off 
and breaking it down and eluding it and trampling under 
foot  our  edicts,  our  charms,  our  incantations,  and  our 
laws, each of them contrary to nature, then Voilà! he who 
was our slave arises now as our master, and embodied in 
him, right then and there, the justice of nature bursts into 
the light!  

“Our  Pindar  is  evincing  the  same  thing  in  his 
poem where he says,

It is law that is the king of all,
Of mortals and immortals alike.

It is this supernal king-law, he says, that
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Achieves the most just of forceful deeds
With insuperable hand. My witness is
The deeds of Heracles, since…’

… ‘unpurchased …’ something like this:  I  don’t know 
the poem by heart. What he means is that Heracles led off 
the oxen without  paying for  them and without  Geryon 
giving them to him, believing that what is just according 
to nature is this: that oxen and all other possessions that 
belong to those who are worse and weaker belong to the 
nobler and stronger man.

“Now that’s the truth of the matter, and you will 
come to recognize it if you move on to bigger things and 
finally  say  goodbye  to  philosophy.  I  grant  you  it  is  a 
pleasant enough thing, Socrates, if one takes it on in a 
moderate way during youth. But if one gets more deeply 
involved in it than one ought it becomes the ruin of men. 
For  even  if  one  is  well  endowed  by  nature  and 
philosophizes beyond his youth, it  is  inevitable that he 
will come out unfamiliar with all the things one ought to 
be familiar with if he is to become a good and fine man, 
and  a  reputable  man.  For  instance,  they  show  up 
unfamiliar with the laws of their city, and with the ways 
of speaking that a man must employ when relating to the 
people in negotiating agreements both private and public, 
and with the pleasures and desires of people, and to put it 
generally they prove to be utterly unfamiliar with range 
of  human personalities.  So when they enter  into  some 
private or public action they come off laughable, just as I 
daresay that political men, conversely, if they go into the 
kind of activity and conversations of you and yours, also 
come  off  laughable.  What  Euripides  says  is  right  on 
point, each man is brilliant in this, and ‘hastens toward 
this,’
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... devoting most of his day
Where as chance has it he is more noble than himself.

(485)  But where he is meagre, thence does he flee, and 
casts aspersions on it, but praises the alternative instead, 
out of self-serving goodwill, thinking that in doing this he 
is praising himself. Regardless, my sense is that the most 
proper thing is to have a share in both: in philosophy, to 
the extent that it is part of education, it is good to have a 
share,  and  it  is  not  shameful  when  one  is  a  lad  to 
philosophize;  but  when  a  person,  once  he  has  gotten 
older,  continues  to  philosophize,  the  thing  becomes 
laughable,  Socrates.  And for  myself,  my experience of 
those  who  philosophize  is  just  like  my  experience  of 
those who lisp and act like a child: when I see a young 
child whom it still befits to talk that way – lisping like a 
child – I enjoy it and it seems to me a charming thing and 
natural and appropriate to the child’s time of life, whereas 
when  I  hear  a  little  child  conversing  with  clear 
articulation it is a bothersome thing to me, and it pains 
my ears and has something slavish and forced about it; 
but  when one  hears  a  grown man lisping  or  sees  him 
acting childish, he finds him laughable and immature and 
needing to be slapped. And that’s the way I feel about 
philosophers. In a strapping youth it makes me glad to 
see  philosophy,  and it  seems appropriate  to  me,  and I 
have the impression this is a freeman, while in contrast 
the one that does no philosophizing seems crabbed and 
lacking the ambition ever to pursue a fine or noble career. 
But when I see an older man still doing philosophy, not

79



giving it up, at that point it is a whipping it seems to me 

he needs, Socrates, that man of yours. For as I was just 

saying, what’s in store for that type, despite his inborn 

gifts, is to turn out less than a man, since he shuns the 

center of the city and its business, the places where ‘the 

eminent’ are  turned  out,  as  the  poet  says.  Lying  low 

instead,  he  lives  the  rest  of  his  life  with  lads  off  in  a 

corner, three or four of them murmuring nonsense, never 

to  be  heard  giving  a  speech  free,  substantial,  and 

adequate.

“Really, Socrates, I view you as something of a 

friend. And so I might find myself in the same position as 

Zethos toward Amphion in the Euripides passage I just 

mentioned. In fact the very sorts of things come to my 

mind to say to  you as  he said to  his  brother:  You are 

neglecting, Socrates, the things you should be taking care 

of, and ‘the nature of a soul so noble as yours’ you are 

(486) ‘perverting into the form of a teenager’s’; and ‘you 

could not speak on the planning of justice, nor could you 

grasp what is  likely’ and persuasive;  nor ‘on behalf  of 

another  could  you  give  inventive  counsel.’  And  yet, 

friend Socrates – and don’t be angry with me, for what I 

shall say is meant in all good will toward you alone – 

don’t you think it shameful to be the way I think you are, 

as is the case with any others that stay on too long in 

philosophy? For as you are, if somebody arrested you or 

any of the others like you and tried dragging you off to
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prison  on  the  claim  you  did  some  wrong  though  you 
didn’t,  face  it:  you  would  not  be  able  to  handle  the 
situation, but would get all confused and sit there agape 
not knowing what in the world to say, and once you got 
up to the podium in the law court, even if you had drawn 
an  accuser  quite  petty  and  base,  you  would  be 
condemned to death if that were the penalty he preferred 
against you. And yet how can this be a wise thing, ‘some 
art that took hold of a man and made him a worse one,’ 
and  made  him unable  to  come  to  his  own  aid  nor  to 
rescue him or anybody else from the greatest of dangers, 
but instead to be stripped by his enemies of all his wealth 
and to live virtually disenfranchised in his city? A man 
like this, if I may cut to the chase, one can slap in the face 
and get away with it without being penalized. Nay rather, 
my good man, listen to me: ‘Put a stop to your cross-
examinings!’  ‘Practice  the  great  art  of  deeds!’  and 
practice  what  might  make  you  seem  sound  of  mind. 
‘Leave these subtleties of yours to others!’ whether they 
are to be dubbed ravings or flights of nonsense, ‘leading 
you to inhabit an empty home’; emulate not men when 
they make these small points of yours but those who have 
a living, a reputation, and goods in abundance!”

Soc. “If my soul were made of gold, Callicles, 
don’t you think I would be pleased to have found one of 
those  stones  that  test  for  gold,  in  fact  the  best  one,  if 
when I  applied it  it  would confirm for me that  I  have 
properly tended to my soul – then I would know for sure 
that I really am alright after all, and that I need no other 
sort of trial?”

Call. “What are you talking about?”
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Soc. “I’ll  tell  you.  I  now  think  that  in  my 
encounter with you I have by coincidence encountered a 
thing of that sort!”

Call. “Huh?”

Soc. “I am sure that if ever  you agree with me 
about what my soul is opining, then it is opining the very 
truth.  I  say  this  because  I  am thinking  (487) that  the 
person who intends to perform an adequate test  of the 
soul, whether it is living properly or not, needs to have 
three  things,  of  which  I  now  realize,  you  have  all: 
knowledge, good will, and frankness. In my experience I 
have  encountered  many  who  are  unable  to  test  me 
because of their not being wise –like you; but then others 
who are wise, alright, but are not willing to tell me the 
truth because they do not care about me – like you; and 
then these two visitors here, Gorgias and Polus, are wise 
enough and friendly enough toward me, but are lacking 
in frankness and are more modest than they should be. 
Who could deny it? They have come to such a peak of 
embarrassment that, emboldened by shame, they went so 
far as to make arguments contrary to their own thoughts 
in  the  presence  of  many  people,  and  on  the  most 
important things, to boot! But when it comes to you, you 
have all the things one or the other of these lacks. Your 
education is sufficient, as many of the Athenians would 
vouch, and you are well disposed toward me – how do I 
know this? I will tell you: I know that the four of you, 
Callicles – you, Teisander of Aphidna, Andron the son of 
Androtion, and Nausikydes of Cholargos, have become 
colleagues in wisdom. One time I overheard you taking 
counsel with each other about how long one ought pursue 
the discipline of wisdom, and I know that the opinion that
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won the day among you was this: you encouraged each 
other  not  to  pursue  philosophizing  to  some  refined 
degree, but rather to take care, as you became more and 
more wise, to avoid being destroyed unbeknownst. And 
so now, hearing as I do that the advice you are giving me 
is  the  very  advice  you  reached  with  your  closest 
companions, I have sufficient reason to believe you are 
truly well-disposed toward me. And that you are disposed 
to  speak  frankly  and  not  be  ashamed,  you  yourself 
declared,  and the speech you just  gave corroborates it. 
And so here is how these things stand at this time: If you 
reach agreement with me in conversation, the matter will 
then and there have undergone a sufficient test, carried 
out by the two of us, and there will be no further need to 
bring the question to some other test. For you could never 
have granted it out of a deficiency in wisdom nor out of 
an  excess  of  shame,  nor  would  you  grant  it  out  of 
deceiving  me,  for  you  are  my  friend  as  you  yourself 
declare. And so, in truth, for you and me to agree will 
mean we’ve reached the truth.

“An inquiry on the very things you criticized in 
me is the finest inquiry of all. What kind of man is one to 
be? What should his pursuits be (488) and at what point 
in his life, when younger and when older? As to myself, 
if there is some way I am acting improperly in the course 
of my life, you can be sure of this, that I am erring not 
intentionally but out of my own damned ignorance. And 
as for you, just as you set out to correct me, don’t leave it 
off but show me sufficiently well what it is that I should 
be trying to do, and how I might acquire it; and if you get 
me to agree with you today but later on find me not doing
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the things I agreed to do, count me quite an imbecile and 
give me further correction never again, seeing as how I 
am unworthy of your efforts.

“Take the whole thing up from the beginning, for 
me: What do you say is the situation with justice, you and 
Pindar, this justice by nature? Is it just that the stronger 
man  pillages  by  force  the  weaker  men,  and  that  the 
nobler  man rules  the  inferior  ones,  and that  the  better 
man  has  more  than  the  worse  one?  Maybe  you  said 
something else – or have I remembered correctly?”

Call. “No, that is what I was saying then, but also 
I say it now.”

Soc. “Let  me  ask,  do  you  call  the  same  man 
nobler as well as stronger? I ask because I didn’t get what 
you were saying at the time. Do you call the hardier men 
stronger, and say that obeying the hardier man is what the 
more feeble men must do, as I think you were trying to 
show when you said that the large cities march against 
the small cities ‘according to the just by nature’ – because 
they  are  stronger  and  hardier,  thinking  the  stronger  or 
hardier  and the nobler  are  one and the same? Or is  it 
possible for a man to be nobler and yet weaker and more 
feeble, or stronger and yet baser? Or is the extent of the 
nobler  and  the  stronger  one  and  the  same?  The  line 
between them is what I need you clearly to draw: are they 
the same thing or different, the stronger and the nobler 
and the hardier?”

Call. “Nay, I say it loud and clear: they are the 
same.”
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Soc. “Are  the  many  stronger  than  the  one, 
according to nature? Those, that is, who in fact establish 
the laws that rule the individual, as you said just now?”

Call. “How could it be otherwise?”

Soc. “So the convened beliefs of the many are 
the convened beliefs of the powerful men?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Thus the beliefs of the nobler men? For the 
stronger men are the nobler men by far according to your 
argument.”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “So the beliefs of these are fine according 
to  nature,  since  they  are  they  are  the  more  powerful 
men?”

Call. “I affirm it.”

Soc. “Now is it the case that the many hold the 
following belief, as again you were saying a moment ago: 
that  having  an  equal  amount  is  what  is  just,  and  that 
committing injustice is more shameful than undergoing 
it?  (489)

“… Is that the case or not? And take care that you 
don’t take a turn at being caught by shame for your own 
part.

“…  Do  they  believe  it  or  not,  the  many,  that 
having an equal amount rather than a greater is just, and 
that  it  is  more  shameful  to  commit  than  to  undergo 
injustice?

“Callicles, don’t begrudge me an answer, so that 
by your agreeing with me I might achieve confirmation 
by your witness, given that a man adequate at deciding 
will be on record agreeing!”
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Call. “Nay, the many do believe that.”

Soc. “Then  it  is  not  only  by  convention  that 
committing injustice is more shameful than undergoing it 
and having an equal amount is just, but by nature also. So 
that you just might not have been speaking the truth in 
what you said before, nor were justified in bringing the 
accusation against me, when you argued that convention 
and nature are opposite each other, that I was aware of 
this and was playing unfair in the conversation, when my 
partner was speaking of matters according to nature, in 
leading  the  discussion  to  matters  according  to 
convention, and when according to convention to matters 
according to nature.”

Call. “Will you look at this fellow! He just won’t 
stop spewing nonsense! Socrates, are you not ashamed to 
be chasing after words, at your age, and exploiting every 
opportunity to make hay of it when someone errs in his 
expression? Do you actually think I am saying that for 
men to be more powerful is anything other than for them 
to be more noble? Didn’t I tell you long since that I assert 
that the more noble and the more powerful are one and 
the same thing? Don’t tell me you take me to mean that if 
you rounded up a gang of slaves and sundry sorts of men, 
worthless except in bodily exertion, and if such a group 
weighed  in,  such  would  eo  ipso be  the  lawful  con-
vention?”

Soc. “Alright,  then, most wise Callicles, is this 
what you are arguing?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Well  I  have  to  say,  my  marvelous  man, 
that I have long since guessed this is the sort of thing you 
were saying is the more powerful, but I have put the
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question to you out of eagerness to see unambiguously 
what you are arguing. For you, obviously, would not hold 
that two are more noble than one, nor that your slaves are 
more noble than you because they are stronger than you. 
But go back to the beginning and tell me what you say 
the nobler men are, since it is not the stronger. And, my 
marvelous man,  teach me more gently or  else  I  might 
leave your tutelage.”

Call. “Such irony!”

Soc. “By your Zethos not I, Callicles, whom you 
just now greatly used in an ironic attack on me! – But 
anyway, who do you say are the nobler?”

Call. “The better.”

Soc. “Look how it’s you that are mouthing words 
without indicating the meaning. Tell, won’t you, whether 
you are saying the nobler and stronger are the smarter or 
somebody else?”

Call. “Nay, by Zeus, I am saying just these – and 
exceptionally smart they are.” (490)

Soc. “Sometimes then, a single man, when he is 
thinking,  is  stronger  than  thousands  if  they  are  not 
thinking, according to your argument, and this is the man 
who must rule, and the others must be ruled, and the one 
who is ruling must be better off than those being ruled. 
This is what I think you want to argue – and I am not just 
trying to pin down your expression – in the case when the 
single individual is stronger than thousands of others.”

Call. “No that  is what I am saying. For exactly 
this is what I think is the just by nature: to be the ruler 
and to have more because one is nobler and smarter than 
one’s inferiors.”
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Soc. “Stop right there: What are you saying this 
time? Imagine we were all in the same place, as we are 
now, a good number of us gathered together, and there 
was a good deal of food and drink here for us we held in 
common, but that we were a motley crew, some strong 
and others weak, and one of us was smarter about food 
and drink – a physician, say – while himself being in all 
likelihood more robust than some of us but also slighter 
than others: won’t he, given that he is smarter, be nobler 
and stronger regarding food?”

Call. “Exactly.”

Soc. “So is he to get the better share of this food 
than the rest of us because he is more noble? Or, although 
he is the one to distribute all the food by virtue of being 
in charge because of who he is, still, when it comes to the 
eating up and finishing off of the food he is not to have 
more of it  for his own body, if  he is  not  to suffer the 
unhealthy outcome that  would result  in,  but  instead to 
have  a  greater  share  than  some and  a  lesser  one  than 
others? And in case he happens to be the slightest of all, 
then  the  least  share  is  to  be  had  by  the  noblest  man, 
Callicles?

“… Isn’t it this way, my good man?”

Call. “What’s this? You’re talking food and drink 
and doctors and nonsense; I am not talking those things.”

Soc. “Aren’t  you  saying  the  smarter  person  is 
nobler?

“… Say yes or no.”

Call. “Yes.”
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Soc. “And don’t you say that the nobler ought to 
have more?”

Call. “Not more food! Not more drink!”

Soc. “Oh, I get it: Maybe more cloaks? And the 

cloakiest  man  ought  to  have  the  largest  cloak  and  go 

about dressed the finest and the mostest?”

Call. “Cloaks shmoaks!”

Soc. “Then shoes the man clearly ought to have 

in  excess,  the  one  smartest  and  noblest  at  that?  The 

shoemaker ought to have the largest shoes and strut about 

better shoed than everyone?”

Call. “You blather shoe-talk!” 

Soc. “If  that’s  not  what  you  mean,  maybe  it’s 

this: Take a farming man, who is smart about farmland, 

and fine and good: maybe it’s this person that ought to 

have a larger share of seeds, and employ a maximal seed-

use – in the farmland that is his own.”

Call. “Amazing  how you,  Socrates,  are  always 

saying the same things!”

Soc. “Not only that, Callicles, but also about the 

same things.” (491)

Call. “By the gods,  you just  won’t  stop talking 

leather-workers and wool-carders and cooks – along with 

doctors – as if you think our discussion is about those.”
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Soc. “But  you  –  will  you  say  about  what  the 
stronger and smarter person, in having an excess, justly 
has an edge? Or will you neither abide my promptings 
nor volunteer an answer yourself?”

Call. “But I am saying it and have been: First of 
all,  as  to  the  stronger,  which  ones  they  are,  I’m  not 
talking about shoemakers and butchers but anybody who 
is smart about the business of the city, how it would be 
well managed, and not only smart but also brave, being 
up to  the task of  carrying through whatever  he has in 
mind  rather  than  giving  up  early  out  of  feebleness  of 
soul.”

Soc. “Anybody  can  see,  my  most  noble 
Callicles, that what you accuse me of is not the same as 
what I accuse you of. You say I am always saying the 
same things and blame me for it; but I charge you with 
the opposite, that you never say the same things about the 
same things. Instead, at one time you define the nobler 
and stronger as the more powerful while at another time 
it  is  the  smarter;  and  just  now  you  serve  me  with 
something else: the stronger and the nobler are now said 
to be somehow braver. So my good man won’t you just 
deliver yourself of your opinion and be done with it, as to 
who the nobler and stronger are, and stronger at what?”

Call. “But I’ve already said it  is those who are 
smart at the city’s business and brave. For it is fitting that 
these be the rulers of cities, and the just is this, that these 
have  more  than  the  others,  the  rulers  more  than  the 
ruled.”

Soc. “What? than themselves, my friend?
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Call. “Who they?”

Soc. “As rulers or as ruled?”

Call. “What do you mean?”

Soc. “I’m  talking  about  each  individual  as 

himself  ruling  himself.  Or  is  that  unneeded  –  ruling 

oneself – only ruling others?”

Call. “What do you mean, ‘ruling oneself’?”

Soc. “Nothing  tricky  –  just  what  most  people 

mean – being a mindful master of oneself, ruling over the 

pleasures and desires within oneself.”

Call. “How naive! It is the imbeciles among us 

you are referring to as being mindful. How can you deny 

it?”

Soc. “Nobody would fail to recognize that that is 

not what I am saying!”

Call. “But  that  is most  assuredly  what  you are 

saying  –  since  how could  a  person  be  happy  if  he  is 

enslaved to anybody? Nay, here is what is fine and just by 

nature – finally I will express it in all frankness: He who 

is  to live the right way must allow his own desires to 

grow to the maximum and not bridle them, (492) but also
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must be adequate to the task of serving these though they 
have become as great  as  can be,  by dint  of  his  manly 
courage and intelligence,  and fulfilling each and every 
desire as it might arise. But this, I daresay, is beyond the 
ability of the many, and so they condemn such men out of 
shame. They try to divert attention from their shameful 
lack of power by calling ‘shameful’ the lack of a bridle, 
just as I was saying before, in their attempt to turn the 
naturally  nobler  men into slaves;  lacking the power in 
themselves  to  satiate  their  desires  with  pleasures  they 
praise moderation and justice because of a lack of manly 
courage in themselves. Since for anyone who had in store 
from  birth  to  be  sons  of  kings  or,  through  natural 
endowment,  to be adequate to procure some office for 
themselves,  whether  tyranny  or  dynasty,  what  in  very 
truth could be more shameful and evil than moderation 
and justice for men such as these, if though able to rake 
off  the  goods  for  themselves  with  nothing  impeding 
them, they should by their own choice bring law or usage 
to bear on themselves as their master, or the repute and 
censure of a mere majority? How, I ask you, could they 
not come off as losers for being overcome by the fine 
thing that justice and temperance is, and distributing no 
more spoils to their friends than to their enemies though 
they hold the very reins of the city? No! In very truth, 
Socrates,  since the truth is what  you claim to be after, 
here is how it stands: Luxury, license, liberty as long as it 
has serving support at hand, this is virtue and happiness.
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The rest you mention, this prettifying camouflage, these 
compacts contrary to nature, are nonsense, human, and of 
no worth.”

Soc. “With no mean frankness, Callicles, do you 

prosecute  our  subject,  for  now  you  are  stating  very 

clearly what the others are thinking but are unwilling to 

say. I beg you please not to let up, so that we might truly 

grasp for once and for all how we are to lead our lives. 

Tell  me:  you are  saying that  one  must  not  rein  in  his 

desires if he is to live as he ought, but that as he allows 

them to grow as great as possible he must try to work on 

having the means to fulfill  them from separate sources 

around him – and that is what virtue is.”

Call. “That is my position.”

Soc. “So the saying that those who are in need of 

nothing are happy, is incorrect?”

Call. “Yes: mere stones would in that case be the 

happiest, and the dead for that matter.”

Soc. “But by the same token, you would have to 

agree that being alive would be one hell of a thing if you 

are right. In fact, I wouldn’t be so surprised if Euripides 

was right in saying,

Who knows  whether  being  alive  is  really  being  dead,

And being dead being alive? 
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(493) and that  somehow we are in fact  dead.  Indeed,  I 
have heard from some wise man that we are now dead and 
our body is for us a tomb; and that the part of the soul 
where desires reside is of such a nature as to be fickle and 
subject to the most extreme vacillations in mood, and that, 
as he told me, some clever man, maybe a Sicilian or an 
Italian,  made up a fable about it  – that  since it  is  both 
pithanos (persuasive) and pistikos (trustworthy) he called 
this part a  pithos (a pot for storage) adjusting the letters; 
and  by  another  respelling  he  called  mindless  persons 
(anoetous)  uninitiated  (amuetous),  and  the  place  in  the 
soul of the mindless that is the regime of the desires he 
called the unbridled part  of it  and unsealed for holding 
things in, as if it were a perforated pot, expressing with 
this image its insatiability. This fellow gives the picture – 
quite  the  opposite  of  yours,  Callicles  –  that  among the 
inhabitants  of  Hades  (Haides),  which  he  calls  the 
“invisible” realm (aeides), these are the most destitute – 
namely, the uninitiated ones – in that they carry water to a 
perforated  pot  with  something  likewise  perforated  –  a 
sieve: The sieve he speaks about is for him the soul, as the 
man who told me reported, and he likened their soul – that 
of  the  mindless  –  to  a  sieve  as  itself  being  perforated, 
inasmuch as such a soul is not able to keep what is in it 
because of its lack of trustworthiness and its forgetfulness.

“I  grant  this  story is  strange enough,  but  it  does 
show the picture I  want  to put  before you,  to persuade 
you, if I might, to switch your vote and in place of living
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insatiably  and  debauched,  to  select  a  life  meet  and 
satisfied with whatever is ready to hand. But say whether I 
am at all persuading you actually to switch to the outlook 
that  the  happier  people  are  those  who are  graceful  and 
moderate rather than dissolute and rash? Or would you be 
no  more  disposed to  change even if  I  came up with  a 
whole lot of such fables?”

Call. “The latter result you laid out is the truer.”

Soc. “Come then: Shall I give you another image 
from the same school, and see whether you would to the 
following about the life of each, the temperate man and 
the  dissolute  man?  Imagine  that  each  of  the  two  own 
many pitchers, and that those that belong to the one are 
sound and full,  one of wine, one of honey, and one of 
milk, and many others full of many other liquids; and that 
the sources from which they draw these liquids are few 
and far between and difficult, accessible only with great 
and hard labor; and that the one man, once he has filled 
them up, would neither be lugging them back and forth 
nor  be  at  all  anxious,  but  was  calm  about  the  whole 
matter; whereas for the other, that the sources, just as for 
the other man, can be reached but only with difficulty, 
and that his vessels are perforated and cracked, and he 
has to be filling them  (494) all the time, through night 
and day, or else suffer the greatest of pains. What do you 
say? Given these respective lives do you say the life of 
the dissolute man is happier than that of the moderate? 
Am I persuading you at all in saying this, to give in and 
say that the moderate life is better than the dissolute one? 
Or am I not persuading you?”

Call. “Not  persuading,  Socrates.  The  man  who 
has finished filling them up no longer feels any pleasure:
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this is what I was just saying was living like a stone once 
he has filled them, no longer feeling either joy or pain. 
But the life of pleasure consists in maximizing successive 
influx.” 

Soc. “And yet doesn’t a maximal influx require 
also that much leaves, and the perforations would need to 
be quite large to allow for the outflows?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Then you are  talking about  the  life  of  a 
little gully, rather than of a corpse or a stone! But say 
more.  Are  you  talking  about  something  like  becoming 
hungry and then once hungry eating?”

Call. “I am.”

Soc. “And  becoming  thirsty  and  then  once 
thirsty drinking?”

Call. “So  I  am,  and  saying  it  about  the  other 
desires as well, each and every one: it comes upon him, 
he  has  the  power,  he  fulfills  the  desire,  he  reaps  his 
enjoyment, he lives a happy life.”

Soc. “Bravo,  my  noblest  of  men!  You  are 
carrying it through just as you began, and let’s hope you 
can  continue  shamelessly!  And  it  seems  I  mustn’t  let 
shame stop me,  either.  So for  starters,  tell  me if,  also, 
feeling an itch and desiring to scratch, being abundantly 
able  to  scratch,  carrying  through  scratching  one’s  life 
away, is to live a happy life?”

Call. “You’re  a  damn  kook,  Socrates,  and  an 
unscrupulous demagogue.”

Soc. “Stop  and  think,  Callicles!  Polus  and 
Gorgias I shocked and brought to shame – but you –
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please! Don’t be shocked and ashamed! You are a brave 

man! Just answer!”

Call. “Alright then, I say that even the scratcher 

would be living a pleasurable life.”

Soc. “But if pleasurable, happy also?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “If it is only his head that he is desiring to 

scratch?  Or  should  I  proceed  a  bit  further  with  my 

questions? Mind what you will answer, Callicles, in case 

someone goes on to ask you about all the connected parts 

right down the line till he reaches what is the culminating 

case of things of this ilk, the life of a Ganymede, serving 

all  and  sundry:  isn’t  that  a  hellish  and  shameful  and 

destitute life? Or will you dare say these are happy, as 

long as they have an abundance of what they crave?”

Call. “Have  you  no  shame,  driving  our 

conversation into such topics?”

Soc. “So  is  it  I who  drive  them  there,  my 

redoubtable friend? Or is it any man who so unguardedly 

asserts  this  thesis  of  yours,  that  those  who are  having 

enjoyment whatever the enjoyment might be,  (495) are 

happy, and does not draw a distinction among pleasures 

as to which sorts are good and which are bad? But even 

now: say whether you declare that the pleasurable and the 

good are the same, or is there any pleasurable thing that 

is not good?”
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Call. “In order to keep the argument from going 
inconsistent on me in case I shall say they are different, I 
say they are the same.”

Soc. “You  are  undermining  what  you  said  at 
first, Callicles, and you can no longer examine the truth 
in an adequate way with me, if as you say you are going 
to argue contrary to your opinion...”

Call. “... just as you are doing, Socrates.”

Soc. “I’ll say I am not acting properly myself, if 
in fact I am doing that, no less than you. But, my winning 
friend, look closely to see whether the good really could 
be this,  enjoyment  of  any and every kind,  since many 
shameful things such as were alluded to just now come 
into  view  as  entailments  of  that  position,  but  many 
others, too.”

Call. “So you think.”

Soc. “But  you, are you really going to maintain 
this position?”

Call. “I am.”

Soc. “Shall we then make a test of this argument, 
supposing you are serious?”

Call. “Absolutely!”

Soc. “Come then:  if  that’s  our  consensus,  let’s 
make the  following distinctions.  Presumably you think 
there is such a thing as knowledge?”

Call. “I do.”

Soc. “And  weren’t  you  speaking  of  a  kind  of 

courage that goes along with knowledge?”

Call. “So I argued.”
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Soc. “But  thinking  of  courage  as  other  than 
knowledge, you were speaking of them as two different 
things?”

Call. “Very much so.”

Soc. “And  what  about  this:  are  pleasure  and 
knowledge one and the same thing or different?”

Call. “Different I should think; now it is you who 
seem so wise!”

Soc. “And is courage different from pleasure?”

Call. “Of course.”

Soc. “So let us review. Callicles, an Acharnian, 
has said the pleasurable and the good are the same thing, 
and that knowledge and courage are different both from 
each other and from the good.”

Call. “And  meanwhile  Socrates  from  Alopece 
does not agree with us on this – or does he?”

Soc. “He does not agree. But I’d guess Callicles 
won’t  either,  once he sees himself  aright.  Just  tell  me, 
don’t  you  take  it  that  people  who  are  doing  well  are 
undergoing the opposite of those who are doing badly?”

Call “I do.”

Soc. “So  isn’t  it  necessarily  so,  that  if  as  you 
aver  these  really  are  opposites  to  each other,  it  stands 
with them the same as with health and disease – that a 
man cannot thrive and suffer sickness at the same time,
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nor can he secure an abatement of health and of disease 
at the same time?”

Call. “What does that mean?”

Soc. “Take  for  example  any  part  of  the  body 
considered by itself. (496) Say a man is sick in his eyes – 
it’s called ophthalmia, right?”

Call. “Of course.”

Soc. “Presumably it  is  not  the  case  that  at  the 
same time he is healthy in the same respect, in his eyes.”

Call. “No way.”

Soc. “What about when he has an abatement of 
ophthalmia? Can he at that time also have an abatement 
of  health  in  his  eyes,  so that  he ends up in  a  state  of 
simultaneous abatement of both?”

Call. “Hardly!”

Soc. “That leads to a surprising and nonsensical 
result, right?”

Call. “Very much so.”

Soc. “But I fancy he can take on and lose either 
of them in turns.”

Call. “I affirm that.”

Soc. “And  isn’t  it  similar  with  strength  and 
weakness?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And speed and slowness?”

Call. “Quite.”
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Soc. “How about good things and happiness, and 
their opposites, bad things and misery? Does one get the 
one at one moment and lose it at another, in the case of 
both these?”

Call. “Surely, I think.”

Soc. “And so if we find things which a man can 
be relieved of and in possession of at the same time, it is 
clear that they cannot be the good and the bad. Are we in 
agreement as to that? Think hard and well about it before 
you answer.”

Call. “But I overwhelmingly agree!”

Soc. “Then  come,  let’s  review  what  we  have 
agreed  to  before.  Being  hungry:  did  you  say  it  was 
pleasurable  or  painful?  Being  hungry  considered  in 
itself.”

Call. “I said painful, though eating when hungry 
is pleasurable.”

Soc. “I get that, but in any event being hungry in 
itself is painful? Or not?”

Call. “Painful.”

Soc. “Likewise with being thirsty?”

Call. “Very painful.”

Soc. “Am I to ask more along these lines or do 
you agree that any and every lack and desire is painful?”

Call. “I agree: no need to ask.”
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Soc. “Alright then. As to drinking when one is 
thirsty: do you say that is anything but pleasurable?”

Call. “Agreed.”

Soc. “Presumably,  the  ‘when  thirsty’  in  your 

expression  ‘drinking  when  thirsty’ means  when  being 

pained?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Whereas the ‘drinking’ part  of  it,  on the 

other hand, is a filling of the lack and a pleasure?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “So it  is  in  reference to  his  drinking that 

you say he is enjoying.”

Call. “Exactly.”

Soc. “Assuming ‘when thirsty’.”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “That is, when pained?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Do you see the implication? When you say 

‘drinking when thirsty’ you are saying that when pained 

he is at the same time enjoying. Or is it not happening at 

the same place and time, whether in the sphere of the soul 

or the body, as you wish – myself, I don’t care which. Is 

this true or not?”
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Call. “It is true.”

Soc. “And yet you averred it is impossible to be 
doing badly (497) while doing well.”

Call. “And I do aver it.”

Soc. “And yet to be enjoying while being in pain 
you have now agreed is possible.”

Call. “So it seems.”

Soc. “That  implies  that  enjoying  is  not  doing 
well  and being in  pain  is  not  doing badly,  so  that  the 
pleasurable turns out to be different from the good.”

Call. “I  don’t  see  what  all  this  cleverness  is 
about, dear Socrates.”

Soc. “You do see but no doubt you play dumb, 
dear Callicles – but move on to the next step...”

Call. “Seeing that you are continuing to babble?”

Soc. “...so that you may see how clever you are 
to scold me: Isn’t it the case that one stops being thirsty 
at the very same moment one stops having the pleasure 
that comes through drinking?”

Call. “What’s the case is that I don’t know what 
you are talking about!”

GORGIAS:  “Quit  that,  Callicles!  Answer  for  our 
sakes  at  least,  so  that  our  conversation  can  be 
completed.”

Call. “But  this  is  how  Socrates  always  is, 
Gorgias, pressing his worthless little questions to defeat 
his interlocutor.”
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Gorg. “What  difference  does  that  make  to  you? 
No way does it affect our estimation of you. Just bear up 
under  Socrates  as  he  contrives  whatever  ‘defeat’ he  is 
trying to contrive.”

Call. “Go ahead,  you,  and ask  these  small  and 
tight questions of yours, since Gorgias says so.”

Soc. “Happy  you  are,  Callicles,  that  you  have 
been initiated into the larger questions before the smaller 
– I didn’t think it worked that way. So, answer from the 
point  where  you  left  off:  whether  it  is  at  the  same 
moment  that  any of  us  stops  feeling thirst  and feeling 
pleasure.”

Call. “I say that it is.”

Soc. “And does one also stop feeling hunger and 
leave behind the other desires and pleasures at the same 
moment?”

Call. “That is the case.”

Soc. “And pains and pleasures one leaves behind 
at the same moment?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  yet  goods  and  evils  one  does  not 
leave behind at the same moment, as you agreed …

… but do you not agree, now?”

Call. “I do agree – what of it?”

Soc. “That it  entails,  my friend, that the goods 
are  not  the same as  the pleasurables,  nor  the bads the 
same as what hurts. One leaves the one pair behind at the
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same moment but not the other pair – seeing them to be 
different  from  one  another.  So  how  could  what  is 
pleasurable be the same as what is good or what’s painful 
be the same as what’s bad?

“If you want, I have another way to investigate it 
as  follows  –  for  it  seems  that  even  by  that  way  the 
refutation does not reach your agreement – but look into 
this  nevertheless:  Isn’t  it  by  virtue  of  the  presence  of 
good things that you call  your good men good, just as 
you call beautiful those to whom beauty is present?”

Call. “I do.”

Soc. “But  really,  do  you  call  foolish  and 
cowardly men good? You didn’t a moment ago, when you 
were  calling  the  brave  and  intelligent  good.

“... Or do you not call these good?”

Call. “No but I do.”

Soc. “And  this:  have  you  ever  witnessed  a 
mindless child feeling joy?”

Call. “I have.”

Soc. “And  have  you  never  yet  witnessed  a 
mindless man feeling joy?”

Call. “I suppose I have, but what’s all this you’re 
up to?” (498)

Soc. “Never mind, just answer.”

Call. “I have.”

Soc. “What  about  a  mindful  man  feeling  pain 
and feeling joy?”

Call. “I have.”

Soc. “Which  of  the  two  are  more  joyful  or 
pained, the intelligent ones or the mindless ones?”
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Call. “To  me  there  doesn’t  seem  much 
difference.”

Soc. “But that’s enough. In war have you ever 

witnessed a man being cowardly?”

Call. “Of course.”

Soc. “And when the enemy is receding which do 

you think the more joyful, the cowardly or the brave?”

Call. “I  don’t  think  the  more  of  either,  though 

presumably their reactions are about equal.”

Soc. “It  doesn’t  matter:  In  any  event,  the 

cowardly do rejoice.”

Call. “Definitely.”

Soc. “And so do the mindless, it seems.”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And when the enemy approaches, is it only 

the cowardly who are pained, or the brave as well?”

Call. “Both.”

Soc. “Equally?”

Call. “Maybe the cowardly somewhat more.”

Soc. “And when they are receding do the latter 

not feel greater joy?”

Call. “Maybe they do.”
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Soc. “So when it comes to feeling pain and joy, 

the mindless and the intelligent and the cowardly and the 

brave behave similarly, as you say, but the cowardly more 

than the brave?”

Call. “So I say.”

Soc “And yet the intelligent and the brave are 

good, whereas the cowardly and mindless are bad?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Therefore  when it  comes to  feeling pain 

and joy the good and the bad behave similarly.”

Call. “So I say.”

Soc. “Would you say that the good and the bad 

are good and bad similarly to each other? Or are the good 

still more good, and the bad still more bad?”

Call. “Wait!  By Zeus I  really don’t  know what 

you are saying.”

Soc. “You mean  you  don’t  know that  you  say 

that good men are good by virtue of the presence of good 

things, and likewise the bad bad by the presence of bad 

things?  And  that  the  good  things  are  the  pleasures, 

whereas the things that are painful are the bad things?”

Call. “I do.”
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Soc. “And  so  for  those  who  are  enjoying 
themselves, the good things are present – the pleasures – 
if in fact they are enjoying themselves?”

Call. “How could it be otherwise?”

Soc. And good things being present, those who 
are enjoying themselves are good.”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc “And  for  those  who  hurt  aren’t  the  bad 
things present – the pains?”

Call. “They are present.”

Soc. “And it is by virtue of the presence of bad 
things,  you say,  that  bad  men are  bad?  Or  do  you no 
longer say that?”

Call. “I still do.”

Soc. “Therefore  those  who  are  enjoying 
themselves are good, and bad whoever is in pain.”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And those who are doing so more are more 
good and more bad; and if less so, they are less good and 
less bad; and if equally, are equally good or bad?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Do you claim that the intelligent and the 
mindless have similar experiences of pleasure and pain, 
and also the cowardly and the brave – or if anything the 
cowards a little more?”

Call. “I do.”
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Soc. “Put  together  along  with  me  what  is  the 
upshot for us from what we have agreed. They say, you 
know, it  is  fine  (499) to say fine things two and three 
times, as well as to inspect them more carefully. We have 
said the intelligent and brave man is good, right?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  bad  the  man  who  is  mindless  and 
cowardly.”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And we agreed in turn that the man who is 
enjoying himself is good.”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And bad the man who is hurting.”

Call. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “And that the good and bad feel pain and 
pleasure similarly – the bad man more, if anything?”

Call “Yes.”

Soc. “So the bad man is bad and good in a way 
similar to the good man, or if anything the bad man is 
more good than the good. Doesn’t this follow, and those 
earlier things, too, if one asserts that the pleasurable is the 
same as the good?

“… Isn’t all that necessary?”

Call. “You  know,  I  have  been  listening  to  you 
lecture  for  some time  now,  Socrates,  agreeing  at  each 
step down the  line  and thinking all  along that  even if 
someone grants you something only in jest you latch on 
to it gladly, just like a teenager. As if you actually believe
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that  I  or  anybody  else  no  matter  who  doesn’t  believe 
there are better and worse pleasures!”

Soc. “Oh no! Callicles! How unscrupulous you 
are to toy with me so, at one moment averring the same 
things to be so that at the next moment you deny, in order 
to trick me. I have to say at the start I had no idea I would 
be tricked by you, not intentionally at least, for I took you 
as a friend; but as it has turned out I was deceived, and it 
seems I will have to ‘make do,’ according to the old saw, 
and ‘work with what is left me’ by you. It seems that your 
position now, as you have said, is that among pleasures 
some are good and some bad. Is that so?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Are the beneficial ones good, whereas the 
harmful ones bad?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “And beneficial are the ones that do some 
good, whereas the pleasures that do something bad are 
bad?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Do you speak of pleasures as follows, that 
for example as to pleasures of the body having to do with 
eating and drinking that we were just talking about, if, I 
now infer, the one set of these producing health in the 
body or strength or some other goodness of the body, this 
one set  comprises  good ones,  that  conversely the ones 
that produce effects opposite to these are bad?”

Call. “Quite so.”
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Soc. “And isn’t it the same for pains – some of 
them are useful and others are worthless?”

Call. “Of course.”

Soc. “And  one  should  select  out  the  useful 
pleasures and pains and pursue these?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “But the worthless ones not?”

Call. “Clearly.”

Soc. “For if you remember, it  seemed to Polus 
and  me  that  it’s  for  the  sake  of  good  things  that 
everything is to be done in each instance. Does it seem so 
to you, also? That the goal of each and every action is the 
good, and that for the sake of the former all the rest is to 
be  done,  (500) rather  than  the  former  for  the  sake  of 
everything else.  Will  you join us in this,  making three 
who vote this way?”

Call. “I will.”

Soc. “Therefore it’s for the sake of good things 
that  we  must  do  all  the  rest,  including  all  pleasurable 
things, but not for the sake of pleasurable things that we 
do good things.”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “Is  just  any man capable  of  selecting out 
which sorts are good – of pleasurable things, that is – and 
which  are  bad,  or  is  there  need  for  an  expert  in  each 
case?”

Call. “An expert.”
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Soc. “Let’s call back to mind, in turn, the things 
I had occasion to say to Polus and Gorgias. I was arguing, 
if you remember, that acts of provision are of two kinds, 
one  kind  endeavoring  to  bring  one  to  pleasure  but  no 
further than just that, ignorant of the question of what is 
nobler and what baser; and another kind that knows what 
is good and what is bad. And among the provisionings 
that  concern  themselves  with  pleasure,  I  listed  the 
butcher’s,  as  a  knack  but  not  a  skill,  whereas  among 
those concerned with the good I listed the doctor’s, as a 
skill.  And  in  the  name  of  Zeus-Friendship  himself, 
Callicles, don’t get the idea that you ought to kid with me 
or answer any old thing contrary to your opinion,  and 
conversely don’t take it that I am kidding in what I am 
saying to you. For it is plain to see that for us, what we 
are talking about is something than which even the least 
thoughtful  of men could not take something else more 
seriously – that is, the question, ‘What should be one’s 
orientation  in  life?’  To  turn  toward  the  life  you  are 
encouraging for me, doing those deeds a ‘real man’ does, 
as you put it, speaking in the assembly, practicing oratory 
and doing politics  in  this  way you all  do  politics?  Or 
toward my kind of life, the life in philosophy? – and the 
question,  ‘How  does  this  life  differ  from  that  life?’ 
Maybe the best thing to do, as I tried to do a moment ago, 
is  to  draw  distinctions,  and  having  drawn  them  and 
having  agreed  with  each  other  about  the  distinctions, 
thereupon  –  assuming  they  really  do  constitute  two 
alternative lives – to go on to investigate how they differ 
from each other and which of the two is worth living.

“...  Maybe  you  still  don’t  know  what  I  am 
saying…”

Call. “I certainly don’t!”
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Soc. “Well then I will make it clearer. Since you 
and I  have reached the  agreement  that  there  is  such a 
thing as the good and such a thing as the pleasurable, and 
that the pleasurable is a different thing from the good, 
and  that  in  the  case  of  each  of  the  two  there  is  a 
commitment,  if  you  will,  and  an  instrumentality  for 
acquiring them – the one a hunt for the pleasurable and 
the other a hunt for the good – But first, agree or don’t 
agree with me so far?

“... Do you agree?”

Call. “Yes, I agree.”

Soc. “OK then,  consider  agreeing  step  by  step 
with what I was arguing with my two associates and tell 
me if you judge what I was saying is true. I said that the 
delicatessen’s work was not in my judgment an art but a 
knack  (501) but medicine was, arguing that the one has 
both investigated the nature of the thing it serves, and has 
investigated the reasons it should itself do what it does, 
and that it  is able to render an explanation for each of 
these things – I speak of medicine; but that the other, in 
its alterity, of pleasure with which alone it is concerned, 
goes  at  this  alone,  flat  out  and  without  art,  neither 
investigating the nature of pleasure nor what causes it, 
and  with  no  method  at  all  keeping  track  of  virtually 
nothing, but by dint  of experience and knack retaining 
only a memory of what usually works – and this is how it 
provides what pleasures it does. Tell me first whether you 
judge  this  much  to  have  been  adequately  argued,  and 
whether there do exist certain similar occupations having 
to  do  in  an  analogous  way  with  soul,  some of  which 
qualify as artful since they have some prudential concern
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for the best state of the soul while others neglect this so 

as to devote themselves, as in the case of the others, to 

investigate only the pleasure of the soul and by what turn 

of  events  this  in itself  arises,  without  investigating the 

question  which  of  the  pleasures  are  nobler  or  worse, 

being  concerned  only  that  enjoyment  occurs,  whether 

nobler or baser. I ask because in my judgment, Callicles, 

these  do  exist,  and  I  do  say  that  this  sort  of  thing  is 

pandering,  whether  about  the  body  or  the  soul  or  any 

other thing for which one might cater to its pleasure with 

no regard for the question of the better and the worse. But 

you, do you posit with us the same judgment about these 

things, or do you say ‘Nay’?”

Call. “No ‘Nay’ from me! I yield it instead, both 

to help you finish your argument at last and to cater to 

my man, Gorgias.”

Soc. “Does this pertain to one soul but not to two 

or for that matter to many souls?”

Call. “No, it pertains also to two and to many.”

Soc. “And  likewise,  is  it  possible  to  please  in 

one fell swoop a gathering of souls, with no regard at all 

for what is best?”

Call. “I do think so.”

Soc. “Can you say which are the professions that 

do this? Or instead, if you like, I will ask about them, and
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if one in your judgment falls into that category say so, or 

if not say not. First, let’s look at flute playing. Doesn’t 

this seem to you to be of that sort,  to be pursuing our 

pleasure and paying attention to nothing else?”

Call. “Seems so to me.”

Soc. “And  what  about  the  following  sorts  of 

things,  such  as  cithara  playing  as  it  is  done  in  public 

contests?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  what  about  directing  choreography 

and the composing of dithyrambs? Doesn’t it strike you 

as being that sort? Or do you have the sense that Kinesias 

the son of Meles is paying attention to improving those 

who  hear  it,  rather  than  to  what  is  going  to  give 

enjoyment to the crowd of spectators?” (502)

Call. “It’s clear in the case of Kinesias at least!”

Soc. “What about Meles, his father? Did he seem 

to you to be considering what is the best for us when he 

sings  to  his  cithara?  Or  in  his  case  was  he  not  even 

concerned with the most pleasant: it  would depress the 

spectators  when  he  sang!  But  think  about  it:  Doesn’t 

cithara playing as a whole seem to you, along with the 

composition of dithyrambs, to have been conceived for 

the sake of pleasure?”

Call. “I seems so to me.”
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Soc. “And  what  about  this  thing  judged  so 

solemn and wondrous, tragic compositions? Is their aim, 

in your judgment, and all the elaborate fuss they stir up, 

meant only to give enjoyment to the spectators, or also to 

take up cudgels against what though it pleases them and 

gives them enjoyment is an evil thing, so as not to say it? 

And  conversely  in  case  something  is  unpleasant  but 

beneficial,  to  present  this,  both in  episode and chorus, 

whether the spectators enjoy it or not? For which of the 

two has the composing of tragedies been developed, in 

your judgment?”

Call. “This  much  is  clear,  Socrates,  that  it  is 

driven  more  toward  pleasure  and  to  entertaining  the 

spectators.”

Soc. “Now isn’t this sort of thing what we just 

now called pandering?”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Come then.  If  one sectioned off  melody, 

rhythm,  and  meter  from poetry  of  any  kind,  wouldn’t 

speeches result as the residue?”

Call. “Necessarily.”

Soc. “And aren’t these speeches spoken to a big 

crowd, even a deme?”

Call. “Yes.”

116



Soc. “Then poetry is a kind of demagoguery!”

Call. “Seems so.”

Soc. “It would be an oratorical demagoguery. Or 

do you not judge the poets are doing what orators do, 

though in the theaters?”

Call. “So they are.”

Soc. “Thus  by  our  own  lights  we  have 

discovered an oratory of  sorts,  delivered to  a  deme of 

sorts, one that consists of children and women and men 

both slave and free, an oratory we hardly admire – for we 

have dubbed it ‘pandering’.”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “Well  then.  What  about  the  oratory 

delivered to the deme of Athens, and to the other demes 

in the cities, those that also consist of free men: how shall 

we  characterize  this?  Do  you  judge  that  the  orators 

characteristically speak with what would be best in mind 

and aiming for this – how the citizens might in future 

become as noble as possible as a result of their speeches? 

Or are these, too, driven toward pleasing the citizens and 

neglect  the common interest  for  the sake of  their  own 

personal  interest,  addressing  their  demes  as  children, 

seeking only to give them enjoyment, paying no mind to 

whether  they  will  become  better  or  worse  because  of 

what they say?” (503)
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Call. “This  last  question  is  no  longer  black  or 

white.  There  are  some  that  care  about  the  citizens  in 

saying what  they say,  but  there  are  some that  are  like 

those ones you are arguing about.”

Soc. “You’ve given me enough with that, for if 

at least the question is black and white, the one part of it 

would clearly be pandering and shameful demagoguery, 

and the  other  part  admirable,  the  activity  of  providing 

that the souls of the citizens be as noble as possible and 

of taking up cudgels in their arguments for the noblest 

ideas, no matter whether these be more pleasant or more 

painful for the audience to hear. You at least have never 

yet seen oratory practiced that way – otherwise, if you do 

have  such  a  man  to  mention  among  the  orators, why 

didn’t you say his name?”

Call. “By Zeus surely you can’t expect  me to be 

able to point to a single one of our orators!”

Soc. “What then? From among orators of former 

times can you mention one through whose services the 

Athenians are praised for having been made more noble 

from the time he began orating,  they having been less 

noble before? For my part I do not know who it is you 

have in mind.”

Call. “What’s this? You don’t hear it said that
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Themistocles came to be a great man, and so did Cimon, 

and so did Miltiades,  and the great  Pericles,  who only 

recently died, whom you yourself heard?”

Soc. “Only  if  what  you  on  your  own  were 

arguing virtue was, a while ago, is really true: the mere 

fulfilling  of  desires,  whether  one’s  own  or  those  of 

others.  If  this is  not  true but instead what we together 

were forced to agree in the interim is true – that whatever 

desires make a man nobler through being fulfilled, true 

virtue  is  to  fulfill  these  and  not  those  that  make  him 

worse; and true that to do this requires art – that such a 

good man as that, one of these orators of yours came out 

to be, are you able to say?

Call. “I  know not  what I  am to  say  about  the 

matter.”

Soc. “Search  properly  and  you  will  find  out 

what. Let’s investigate it just that way – carefully, that is. 

Try this: The man of virtue, who as such speaks for the 

best in whatever he says, will speak not at random but 

with his eye on a certain something, won’t he? Just as all 

other experts have their eyes on their own work when

119



each of them ministers selectively to his own task, not by 

chance but with the goal that the job he is working on 

should achieve a certain shape for him. Look for example 

at the painters, if you will, the builders, the ship-makers, 

all the expert workmen, any one you wish: See how in 

every case they place each thing they place into an order! 

How each part requires the other parts to be appropriate 

so as  to  fit,  so that  in  the end the whole work stands 

together as an ordered and finely arranged object!  (504) 

Likewise the other experts but particularly those we were 

just  talking about who deal  with the body, the trainers 

and the doctors, give a fine arrangement and coordination 

to the body as it were. Are we in agreement that this is 

how this is, or not?”

Call. “Let’s say this is how it is.”

Soc. “So  that  once  the  building  has  reached 

organization  and  arrangement,  it  would  be  a  worthy 

building, but if disorganized it would be a faulty one?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And the same with a boat?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And can we also say so about our bodies?”
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Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “How  about  the  soul?  If  it  reached  a 
disorganization will it  be worthy, or if it  reached some 
sort of order and arrangement?”

Call. “Necessarily, given the foregoing, this case 
falls under the same account.”

Soc. “So  what  is  the  name  for  the  thing  that 
arises  as  a  result  of  order  and arrangement  within  the 
body?”

Call. “Let  me  guess:  You  mean  health  and 
strength?”

Soc. “I do. And what, in turn, for the thing that 
arises in the soul as a result of order and arrangement?

          … “Try to find it and say what its name is, 
as you did for body.”

Call. “Why don’t you take a turn answering that 
one?”

Soc. “If that would please you more, I will; but 
you for your part, if you judge I’ve spoken well, then say 
you agree, and if not, challenge me and don’t just let it 
pass.  In  my  judgment  what  to  call  the  orderly 
arrangements  in  the  body  is  ‘healthy,’  and  from  the 
‘healthy’ arises  ‘health’ and  all  the  rest  of  the  body’s 
virtue. It is this correct, or not?”

Call. “It is.”

Soc. “But  for  the  soul’s  orderings  and 
arrangements, the name is “lawful” and “orderly,”
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whence men become lawful and well-behaved; and these 

two results are justice and moderation. Do you agree or 

not?”

Call. “Let it be so.”

Soc. “So the orator I dream of – the artful and 

virtuous one – will keep his eye on these matters as he 

ministers to the souls with whatever speeches he delivers 

and  whatever  deeds  he  does,  and  will  grant  whatever 

reward he grants and exact any fine he exacts with his 

mind  always  directed  toward  this:  how,  for  his  fellow 

citizens, justice might be instilled in their souls and how 

injustice  might  be  let  go;  how  moderation  might  be 

instilled and licentiousness let  go;  and how the rest  of 

virtue might be instilled and vice might take its  leave.

“… Do you acquiesce in this conclusion, or not?”

Call. “I acquiesce.”

Soc. “After  all,  what  benefit  is  it,  Callicles,  to 

give a body that is sick and in a wretched state a lot of 

food, even if the most pleasurable, or drink, or anything 

else, if there is no way it will be the more beneficial for 

the body itself, or on the contrary, according at least to a 

just accounting, might even be less beneficial?

“… Isn’t that so?” (505)
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Call. “Let it be so.”

Soc. “After all, it doesn’t pay off for a man to be 
living with a wretched body, for necessarily his living, 
too, will be wretched. Or is that not so?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  also  to  satiate  the  desires  –  for 
example for a hungry man to eat as much as he wants 
orfor a thirsty man to drink. The doctors usually allow it 
when he is healthy, but when he is sick they almost never 
allow him to indulge his appetites. Do you yourself agree 
with this much, or not?”

Call. “I do.”

Soc. “But  in  the  case  of  the  soul,  my  best  of 
men, isn’t it the same? As long as it is vicious, because 
mindless and unbridled and unjust and impious, one must 
hold it back from its desires and not accede to its doing 
anything other  than  what  will  make  it  nobler.  Do you 
agree, or not?”

Call. “I do.”

Soc. “For this would be the better course for the 
soul, considered in and for itself.”

Call “Quite so.”

Soc. “And to hold it back from what it desires is 
to restrain it?”

Call “Yes.”
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Soc. “Therefore  to  be  constrained  is  better  for 

the soul than the sort of unconstrained license you were 

just now thinking to be better.”

Call. “I  don’t  know  what  you  are  saying, 

Socrates. Ask somebody else!”

Soc. “This man! He won’t tolerate being helped, 

even  when  undergoing  the  very  thing  we  are  talking 

about, being restrained.”

Call. “No more than I care at all about what you 

are saying; and the answers I gave were only for the sake 

of pleasing Gorgias.”

Soc. “Well then what are we going to do? Are we 

breaking up the argument right in the middle?”

Call. “That will be totally up to you.”

Soc. “But they say it’s not right to leave off even 

stories in the middle, before one has capped them with an 

ending  –  otherwise  they  will  run  around  headless.  So 

answer the rest, so that the argument, too, can be given a 

head.”

Call. “You’re so pushy, Socrates! May I persuade 

you  to  let  this  argument  go  –  or  else  dialogue  with 

somebody else.”

Soc. “But who else is  willing? Please let’s  not 

leave the argument unfinished.”
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Call. “Can’t  you  go  through  the  rest  of  the 
argument,  off  by  yourself,  or  by  answering  your  own 
questions?”

Soc. “Just to make Epicharmus’s thing come true 
in me: ‘The things before, I spoke as two men,’ I should 
prove  able  while  being  only  one?  But  why  even  ask, 
when it appears completely necessary? So let’s go ahead 
and do it this way: Myself, I’d say all of us ought to vie 
to  know  what  is  the  truth  about  the  matters  we  are 
discussing and what is false, since it’s obviously a boon 
for all  of us if the very truth of the matter comes into 
view, no matter by whose lights. I will go through (506) 
step by step how things stand as I see them, and in case 
any  one  of  you  thinks  it  is  an  untruth  I  am  granting 
myself as answerer, you must take the floor and try to 
refute me. For it  is not as if I  presume to be speaking 
knowledgeably in what I am saying. Instead what I am 
doing is searching jointly with you, and thus if the person 
that  argues  a  different  position  from  mine  brings 
something to light, I will be the first to grant it. But still, I 
propose all  this  only if  you all  do judge the argument 
should be pursued to completion: if you do not want this, 
let’s drop it as was suggested, and part our ways.”

GORGIAS. “Surely  in  my judgment,  Socrates, 
we really ought not as of yet part  company, but rather 
your argument should be brought to completion – it looks 
like  the  others  agree.  I  do myself  want  to  hear  you 
yourself, as you go through the rest.”
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Soc. “Just as surely, Gorgias, would I gladly be 
continuing the dialogue with this  Callicles here,  to the 
point  of  having  delivered  to  him  Amphion’s  counter-
speech to the speech of Zethus. And you, Callicles, since 
you are not  willing to join with me going through the 
argument to the end, still,  at least, interrupt me as you 
listen in case you judge I am putting something badly. 
And in case you refute me soundly, I will not be angry 
with  you,  as  you  were  with  me:  instead,  you  will  be 
commemorated forever, in my world, among my greatest 
benefactors!”

Call. “Speak on by yourself, my worthy, and get 
it over with.”

Soc. “Listen then, as I resume the argument from 
its beginning: Are the pleasurable and the good identical? 
– No, not identical, as Callicles and I agreed. – Are we to 
do the pleasurable for the sake of the good, or the good 
for the sake of the pleasurable? – The pleasurable for the 
sake of the good. – And what is pleasurable is what by 
virtue  of  its  becoming  present  to  us,  makes  us  feel 
pleasure, and good that by whose presence we are good? 
– Quite so. – And yet we are good, as are all things that 
are  good,  by  virtue  of  a  certain  goodness  or  virtue 
becoming present? – I at  least  think that is necessarily 
true, Callicles. – But the  virtue of any thing, whether a 
tool or a body or a soul of any animal, does not become 
present to it in the finest way just by chance, but rather 
by orderliness and correctness and by an art, whichever 
art is devoted to each of these things. – I at least would 
say so. Therefore it is by dint of orderly arrangement that
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this  distinct  virtue  of  each  thing  has  its  order  and 
decorum? – I would say so – Is it therefore a coming into 
being of the distinct decorum peculiar to each thing that 
confers distinct goodness upon all the things? – Yes in 
my judgment. – So a soul, too, by virtue of having the 
decorum  principle  proper  to  it,  is  better  than  an 
indecorous one? – Necessarily. – And yet the soul that 
has decorum is decorous. – How is it not to be so? – But 
(507) if  decorous,  then temperate? – Quite necessarily. 
Therefore the temperate soul is virtuous and good.

“For myself, I have nothing to affirm against all 
that, friend Callicles; but if you do, please tell me where I 
am wrong.” 

Call. “Speak on, my worthy.”

Soc. “Speak  I  will.  If  the  temperate  soul  is 
virtuous, the one that has undergone the contrary of the 
temperate soul is vicious and bad. But the vicious soul 
was the mindless and unbridled one. – Quite so. – And 
yet the temperate man by the nature of the case would 
behave  with  propriety,  both  in  regard  to  gods  and  in 
regard to men: he would not be acting temperately if he 
behaved inappropriately. – Necessarily that is so. – But to 
behave appropriately toward men is to behave justly, and 
appropriately toward the gods is to behave piously, and 
one who behaves justly  and piously is  necessarily  just 
and  pious.  –  That  is  true  –  But  in  fact  he  also  is 
necessarily brave, for it is hardly the mark of a temperate 
individual to pursue and prosecute any more than to flee 
and  defend  what  is  inappropriate,  but  rather  what  one 
must,  whether  it  be  actions  and  men or  pleasures  and 
pains  to  avoid  as  well  as  embrace,  or  defend  and 
prosecute, and have the fortitude to stand the ground he 
must.
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“So, Callicles, as we have now seen, step by step, 
there  is  an  overpowering  necessity  that  the  temperate 
man, by virtue of being just  and brave and pious, is a 
good man in the fullest sense; that by virtue of being a 
good man he does whatever he does in a way that is good 
and admirable, that by virtue of behaving this way he is 
blessed and happy, whereas he who is base and does evil 
is  a  hapless  loser.  This  latter  type  would  be  the  man 
living in the opposite state to that of the temperate man, 
this unbridled man whom you were praising.

“I propose all this by my own lights, and assert 
that this is true. But if it is true, then it would appear that 
if one wants to be happy, he must pursue temperance and 
make  that  his  practice,  and  must  run  away  from 
licentiousness as fast as my legs and yours can carry us, 
and we must so equip ourselves as never to need being 
chastised in the first place, but that if we should, whether 
it  be  one  of  us  or  of  one  of  our  own,  whether  an 
individual  or  our  city,  we must  impose the  dictates  of 
justice and chastise the person, if he is to have any hope 
of being happy. This, by my lights, is the target one must 
keep  in  his  sights  in  living  his  life,  and  concentrate 
everything  both  private  and  public  on  this,  at  making 
justice  as  well  as  temperance  be  present  in  him  who 
hopes to live a blessed life: these things to do, and not to 
allow his desires grow uncontrolled and then endeavor to 
fulfill  them – an evil  that  knows no end! the life of a 
whore! For neither by his neighbor could such a man be 
loved, nor by a god: he is unable to share, and a person 
who  lacks  the  ability  in  himself  to  share  cannot  have 
friendship. But the wise men say, Callicles, that heaven
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and  earth  and  gods  and  men  are  held  together  in  the 
embrace  of  sharing  and  (508) friendship  and  decorum 
and temperance and justice (and for this reason they call 
all the great whole a cosmos, my fellow), not of chaos 
and  indecency. But  in  your  case,  I  think  you  pay  no 
attention to all this, clever man though you are: you are 
utterly  unaware  that  equality  –  the  geometrical  type  – 
among men and among gods, has great power, while you 
think that you must devote yourself to having more than 
the  next  man:  you  do  not  appreciate  the  geometry  of 
things.

“But enough: either we must refute the argument 
that by acquiring justice and temperance the happy are 
happy and by evil the unhappy, or if this argument is true 
we must follow out what it implies. Callicles, every damn 
one of those things follow about which you at first asked 
me whether I was being serious, when I said one must 
summon  into  court  both  himself  and  his  son  and  his 
associate in case they committed an injustice,  and that 
this was what oratory was to be used for; and also that 
what you thought Polus was ashamed to grant was true 
after all, that committing injustice really is more evil than 
suffering it, to the same extent that it is more shameful; 
and  also  that  the  man  who  would  practice  oratory 
properly  must,  after  all,  be  just  and  knowledgeable  in 
matters of justice, which Polus in turn said Gorgias had 
been unwilling to admit, out of shame.

“Given all this, let’s look into what you reproach 
in me and whether the argument for it is correct, namely 
that I am really unable to be of any help either to myself 
or  to  any  of  my friends  and  family,  and  powerless  to 
rescue them from the greatest of dangers, but that I am
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like  a  disenfranchised  sitting  duck  for  anybody  who 
wants, yes, to ‘slap me in the face’ as you so petulantly 
put it – or strip me of my possessions, or exile me from 
my city,  or  after  all  that  to  kill  me;  and that  to  be so 
situated  is  of  all  things  the  most  shameful,  as  your 
argument has it. What is my argument, you ask? One that 
has  been  said  many  times  already  though  nothing 
prevents its being said again: I deny, Callicles, that being 
slapped in the face unjustly is the most shameful thing, 
nor for that matter being cut up, whether it be my own 
body or my purse, but rather that the act of striking me or 
mine unjustly as well as cutting is both more shameful 
and more evil; and add that stealing too, and kidnapping, 
and breaking in, and in short doing any unjust act against 
me and mine is a thing more evil and more shameful for 
him who commits  the  injustice  than  it  is  for  me who 
suffer it. And since these things, having become apparent 
to us as being so in the previous discussion above, are 
held together and have tied me up with reasonings iron 
and adamant  (509) (if I,  too, may be permitted a vivid 
metaphor) – so at least it would seem at present –, and if 
you will not untie them, either you or someone still more 
petulant, then one cannot well argue other than as I have 
argued  them  now.  For  in  my  world  the  argument  is 
always the same: I do not know how these things stand, 
and  yet  of  all  the  men  I  have  encountered,  including 
present company, nobody is able to argue them otherwise 
without making a ridiculous fool of himself.

“So  for  my part  I  will  in  the  meanwhile  posit 
anew that  this  is  how it  is,  so that  if  it  is  so,  and the 
greatest of evils is injustice for the man who commits it, 
and it is even a greater one than this, though already the
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greatest,  if  such  is  possible,  for  a  man  who  commits 
injustice not to pay the penalty, then what sort of help 
would a man be laughable for being unable to provide 
himself? Wouldn’t it be whatever would avert from us the 
harm we could undergo that is greatest? It is inescapable 
that this is the most shameful aid one would be unable to 
provide, whether to oneself or to his friends and family, 
while  the  second most  shameful  applies  to  the  second 
most evil, and the third to the third – and so in general: 
the  magnitude  of  the  given  evil  determines  how 
admirable  is  one’s  ability  to  provide  help  when  it 
happens, and likewise how shameful it is that he not be 
able. Is it otherwise or is it so, Callicles?” 

Call. “Not otherwise.”

Soc. “So between the pair of evils – committing 
injustice  and  undergoing  it  –  we  are  saying  that 
committing injustice is the greater evil and undergoing it 
the lesser.  And so what should a man best  prepare for 
himself as an aid to possess both these benefits, an aid 
that  averts  committing  injustice  and  an  aid  that  averts 
undergoing it? Is it power or will? Here is what I mean: 
Is it the case that if he does not will to undergo injustice, 
he will not undergo it, or that if he equips himself with 
power to avert undergoing it that he will not?”

Call. “This much is clear: with power.”

Soc. “And  what  about  averting  to  commit 
injustice? If he wills not to do it, is that sufficient – for he 
simply won’t? Or against this must he be equipped with 
some power or art, such that unless he does learn certain 
things  and  makes  a  practice  of  them,  he  will  commit 
injustice?
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“...  Won’t  you  just  answer  me  this  at  least, 
Callicles, whether we seem to you properly to have been 
forced to agree, during the arguments that came before, 
Polus and I  –  or  were we not  –  when we agreed that 
nobody chooses to commit injustice,  but rather that all 
who commit injustice do so unintentionally?” (510)

Call. “So be it just for you, Socrates, so that you 

might get to the end of your speech.” 

Soc. “And  so  against  this,  too,  we  must  be 

equipped with some power or art,  in order that we not 

commit injustice.”

Call. “Quite so.”

Soc. “What then could the art be for equipping 
oneself against suffering injustice or suffering it as little 
as possible? See if the way seems the same to you as to 
me. This is what it seems to me: one must himself be the 
ruler of the city, or even its tyrant, or else must be allied 
with the current regime.”

Call. “Just  watch,  Socrates,  how ready I  am to 
confer  my  praise  once  you  say  something  admirable! 
This seems to me to be stated quite admirably.”

Soc. “Alright  then,  see  whether  this  also  you 
judge I say well. In every individual case, to me it seems 
a man is friendly with a man who, as the ancients and the 
wise put it, is like to like. You too?”

132



Call. “Me too.”

Soc. “Would you say that  wherever a  tyrant  is 
ruling who is rough and uncultured,  if  someone in the 
city is much nobler than he, the tyrant would presumably 
fear him, while he would not be able to become friend to 
him without misgivings?”

Call. “That’s right.”

Soc. “Nor  for  that  matter  could  an  utterly 
insignificant  man:  the  tyrant  would  despise  him  and 
would never take him seriously as one does a friend.”

Call. “That, too, is true.”

Soc. “So  by  elimination,  the  only  logical 
alternative as a friend to such a person is one who has a 
like character, and praises and blames the same things, 
and thus would be willing to be ruled by and subservient 
to the ruler. Here is the one who will have great power in 
this city, here the one nobody will happily mistreat. Isn’t 
that so?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “So if  one of  the youths in a  city in that 
condition should consider in his mind, ‘How might I have 
great power and no one really would mistreat me?’ this it 
seems would be the path available to him: to train himself 
from his youth to welcome and be put off by the same 
things as the despot,  and to equip himself  as  much as 
possible to be like him. Isn’t that so?”
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Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And so by this means an immunity from 
being treated unjustly, at least, and acquiring great power 
in  his  city,  will  have  been  achieved,  as  we  are  now 
arguing?” 

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And  also  from committing  injustice?  Or 
won’t he be far from that if he is to be like his ruler who 
is unjust, and will wield great power right alongside him? 
Instead I imagine the opposite: that in being this way, he 
will be equipping himself to be able to do the greatest 
amount of injustice and while doing so not to pay the 
penalty. Am I right?”

Call. “So it seems.” (511)

Soc. “So  the  greatest  of  evils  he  will  have  in 
store, being corrupted in his soul and denatured by his 
attempt  to  imitate  his  master  as  well  as  by  his  own 
power.”

Call. “How  is  it  that  you’re  always  twisting 
arguments into the opposite, Socrates. Don’t you see that 
this imitator will be killing anyone who doesn’t imitate 
his great original, if he wants, and will strip him of all he 
has?”

Soc. “I do see, my good Callicles, unless I am 
deaf. I hear it both from you and from Polus several times 
a while ago, and in fact from nearly everybody in our 
city. But hear me also: ‘Yes he will kill, if only he wishes 
to, a base man killing a man good and decent.’”
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Call. “That’s what really gets one’s goat!”

Soc. “Not one who is thinking, given the dictates 

of the argument. Or do you imagine that one must equip 

himself  for  this,  that  he  live  as  long  as  possible  and 

practice  those  arts  that  will  rescue  us  from  whatever 

dangers might arise, just as the one you are suggesting I 

practice,  this  oratorical  profession  that  comes  to  our 

rescue in cases at court?”

Call. “Yes, by Zeus – and valuable counsel it is.”

Soc. “But how, my most noble man? Does the 

knowledge of  swimming also  seem to  you a  high and 

exalted thing?”

Call. “No, by Zeus, not to me.”

Soc. “And  yet  this  too  saves  men  from  death 

when they find themselves somehow in waters that call 

for this knowledge. Still, if this seems a minor knowledge 

to you, I will mention a greater one: navigation, which 

saves not only life but limb and one’s possessions from 

the ultimate and terminal dangers,  no less than oratory 

does. And yet this knowledge, itself modest and orderly, 

puts  on  no  airs  as  though  achieving  something 

marvelous, but while it achieved things equal to those of 

litigator, if it saves a man coming hither from Aegina the 

cost will be two obols; or if all the way from Egypt or the 

Pontus, for this helpful work – saving as it does all that I
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just  mentioned,  his  client,  children,  goods,  his  women, 
and  disembarking  them  at  the  dock  –  it’ll  cost  two 
drachmas  at  most;  and  the  man  –  the  individual  who 
possesses this art  and made this money – gets off  and 
stretches  his  legs  by  his  boat  down at  the  harbor  like 
anybody else. For he is able, I think, to weigh in his mind 
that it is unclear which ones of those who sailed with him 
he helped by keeping them from drowning at  sea,  and 
which he harmed! For he knows (512) that they stepped 
off his boat no better than they were when they came on, 
whether in body or in soul. He estimates that it is not the 
case  that  if  the  one  man,  afflicted  with  great  and 
incurable diseases in his body, was not asphyxiated, that 
this man was badly off for not dying and was not at all 
benefitted by him, whereas if for another it was the more 
honorable  part  of  him,  his  soul,  that  is  afflicted  with 
many incurable diseases, him he needed to keep alive and 
that he benefitted him by saving him whether from the 
sea or from the law-courts or from anywhere else. To the 
contrary he knows that for an evil man it is not better to 
be  alive:  the  life  he  lives  will  perforce  be  vicious.

“This is why it is customary that the captain not 
put on airs even though he keeps us safe,  nor for that 
matter the engineer who at times is able to save no fewer 
than a general can, nor fewer than a captain nor anybody 
else: in fact there are times when he even saves a whole 
city! Don’t tell me you put him on the same level as your 
lawyer! And yet if he should want to say the same things 
you all do in exalting your métier, he would bury you
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with  his  arguments,  with  proofs  and  recommendations 

that you simply must become engineers, that all the rest 

is nothing – and there’s a lot on his side. And yet you 

despise him and his art nonetheless, and would disparage 

him as a ‘mechanic,’ and would never give his son your 

daughter’s hand in marriage and neither yourself take his. 

And yet, out of all you have said in praise of your own 

occupation,  what can you point  to that  justifies you to 

look down upon the engineer and the other professionals 

I  have just  now mentioned? Yes,  you’ll  claim yours is 

‘nobler and of nobler lineage.’ But as to this ‘nobler,’ if it 

is not what I say, but if instead the only virtue is saving 

one’s self  and one’s own no matter  what  his  character 

happens to be, then to condemn the engineer no less than 

the doctor and the other arts that have been created for 

the  sake  of  saving  lives,  becomes  ridiculous  for  you.

“But my splendid fellow what is noble and good 

must be something other than saving and being saved – it 

might be just this: to live, yes, but as to how long, a real 

man  must  let  that  go  and  not  be  so  fond  of  life  but 

leaving that up to the god and trusting in women that no 

man can elude his fate, he must on top of that ask what 

might be the way to live the time left to him the best way 

he can. Will it be by conforming (513) himself to the city 

in which he happens to make his home, no matter which? 

– which in the present case would mean that you
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must liken yourself as much as possible to this deme of 
Athenians if you are to be liked and thereby wield great 
power in the city. But beware whether this would pay off 
for  you  and  for  me without  suffering,  my redoubtable 
one, what they say the Thessalian maidens suffered when 
they brought down an eclipse: that we will bring down 
‘our dearest  possessions’ to pay for  seizing this  power 
you are thinking of within the city.

“But if you imagine that anybody on earth will 
confer upon you the sort of art you have in mind that will 
make you powerful in this city while remaining unlike it 
in your civic outlook – whether better than it or worse – 
in my judgment you are making a mistake, Callicles: You 
must not merely mimic them but be the same as them in 
your  very  bones  if  you  are  to  achieve  redoubtable 
popularity among the deme of the Athenians – and also, 
by Zeus,  with the son of Pyrilampes as well!  The one 
who will actually make you most alike to them will be 
the one who will make you the politician you desire to 
be, a politician-orator. For everybody enjoys arguments 
of a character that is their own being presented to them, 
and  are  bothered  by  what  they  find  alien  –  unless  of 
course you disagree and argue otherwise, my dear fellow. 
Do  we  have  anything  to  say  in  response  to  this, 
Callicles?”

Call. “Somehow you seem to be making a good 
argument, Socrates – and yet I feel the way they all do: 
I’m not particularly persuaded.”

Soc. “As for that it’s your demos-love, Callicles, 
deep in that soul of yours that aligns you against me. But
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if we ever really investigate this matter, persuaded you 

will be.

“Be that as it may, please recall that we said there 

are two activities one may practice in treating something, 

whether body or soul, the one conversant with pleasure 

and the  other  with  finding the  noblest:  not  bare  grati-

fication but rather the taking up of cudgels. Wasn’t that 

the distinction we drew before?”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And the first of them, the one aiming for 

pleasure,  is  ignoble  and  turns  out  to  be  nothing  but 

flattery. Right?”

Call. “Let it be so, if you want.” 

Soc. “But  the  other  aims  that  the  thing  be  as 

noble as possible, no matter whether it is body or soul we 

are caring for.”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “Now in  treating  the  city  and  its  citizens 

mustn’t  we  likewise  busy  ourselves  with  making  the 

citizens as noble as possible, in themselves? For without 

this, as we discovered in our previous discussion, not a 

single improvement of them is of any use (514) unless 

the mindset of those who are going to be getting a lot of 

money,  or  rule  over  some group,  or  acquire  any other 

power  whatsoever,  is  good and decent.  Shall  we posit 

this?”
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Call. “Quite – if you find it more pleasing.”

Soc. “If then we were giving suggestions to each 

other,  Callicles,  thinking  to  carry  out  the  public 

management  of  city  contracts  having  to  do  with  con-

struction – the bigger edifices like walls  or  harbors or 

temples  –  would  we  need  to  be  checking  our  own 

credentials  and  examining  first  of  all  whether  we  are 

competent at the art or not – the art of building, that is – 

and asking from whom we might have learned it? Would 

we be needing to do that or not?”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And secondly, if we had ever built a house 

for private use, whether for one of our friends or our own 

home, and whether this building was beautiful or ugly. 

And if, on the one hand, our investigation revealed men 

who taught us that were worthy, who had accrued good 

reputations, and that many beautiful buildings had been 

built  by  us  in  concert  with  these  teachers,  and  many 

buildings  done by ourselves  as  well,  after  we had left 

studying  with  them,  if  on  the  one  hand  we  were  so 

situated  it  would  intelligent  for  us  to  move  up  to  the 

management of public works. But if on the other hand we 

had  nary  a  teacher  of  ourselves  to  point  to,  nor  any 

building or many unworthy ones, in such a case it would 

surely be mindless to take up the construction of public 
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works and encourage each other to do so. Shall we affirm 

this is a correct formulation?” 

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And  wouldn’t  we  carry  out  such  an 
examination  not  only  in  other  areas  but  in  particular 
when  getting  involved  in  public  business  we  were 
encouraging each other, thinking ourselves suitable and 
adequate as physicians: we would presumably check each 
other’s credentials, I yours and you mine, saying: ‘Reply 
under oath: This Socrates, is he himself healthy in respect 
to his own body?’ or,  ‘Is there any record of someone 
getting over a disease through Socrates’s help, whether a 
slave or a free man?’ And I imagine I would be asking 
similar  such  things  about  you.  And  if  we  failed  to 
discover  anybody  who  had  gotten  physically  better 
because of us, neither a foreigner nor a local, neither man 
nor woman, then in the name of Zeus, Callicles, would it 
not be laughable for us to cut the figure of such foolish 
men that before some career in private practice where we 
had  often  done  some  things  indifferently  by  our  own 
lights  but  also  had  done  others  correctly,  adequately 
disciplined  by  the  art  involved,  we  should  before  that 
“learn ceramics by making a pithos,” as the saying goes, 
and  should  take  up  practicing  in  public  and  should 
encourage  each  other  to  do  so?  Doesn’t  it  seem 
unintelligent to you to act this way?”

Call. “Yes.” (515)

Soc. “But now consider our present situation, my 
best of men. Since you yourself are just now beginning to 
engage in the business of the city, and you are
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encouraging me to do so and berate me for not doing so, 
shall we not likewise investigate each other thus: ‘Come: 
as to Callicles, is there some record of him having made 
someone a better man? Is there anybody who earlier was 
vicious – unjust and intemperate and mindless – that has 
become fine and good through the agency of Callicles, 
whether a foreigner or a local, slave or free?

“...  Tell  me:  if  somebody examines you in this 
way, Callicles, what you would say? What man will you 
affirm you improved through his association with you?

“... Do you shrink from answering whether 
there  really  is  some work you performed while  still  a 
private individual, before you took up politics?”

Call. “You win, Socrates.”

Soc. “It’s not to compete with you that I ask, but 
truly wanting to know how in the world you think one is 
to practice politics among us. Or will we find you have 
some other concern for us as you enter politics than to 
make us citizens the best men we can be? Have we not 
said this several times already, that this is what a political 
man is supposed to do?

“... Have we agreed to this, or not?
“... Answer!

“... ‘We have indeed agreed to this’: I will answer 
for you. And so if it is this that the ‘good man’ is meant 
to provide for his own city,  remind me and talk about 
those  famous  men  you  mentioned  a  little  earlier,  and 
whether they still seem to you to have been good citizens,
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Pericles and Cimon and Miltiades and Themistocles.”

Call. “They do seem so to me.”

Soc. “And if in fact they were good, clearly each 

of them was working at making the citizens better instead 

of worse – were they doing so or not?”

Call. “They were.”

Soc. “So  when  Pericles  began  orating  in  the 

deme,  the  Athenians  were  worse  than  when  he  was 

addressing them at the end?”

Call. “Maybe.”

Soc. “Not maybe, my noblest, but necessarily, as 

our agreements imply – if  at  least  that famous man of 

yours was good as a citizen.”

Call. “What are you getting at?”

Soc. “Nothing. Just tell  me this about him: are 
the  Athenians  said  to  have  become  better  because  of 
Pericles, or to the contrary that they were corrupted by 
him? That’s what  I hear, at least: that Pericles made the 
Athenians  lazy  and  fearful,  talkative  and  materialistic, 
being  the  first  politician  to  institute  the  policy  of 
mercenaries.”

Call. “You  hear  that  from  your  guys  that 
cauliflower their ears.”

Soc. “On  the  other  hand  I  not  only  hear  but 
know, and so do you, that at first Pericles enjoyed a good
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reputation  and  the  Athenians  never  voted  a  shameful 
indictment against him during the time they were worse; 
but once they had become fine and good  (516) by his 
doing, at the end of Pericles’s life, they indicted him for 
embezzlement and came close to executing him, clearly 
thinking him a corrupt man.”

Call. “Ha!  And  that’s  what  was  wrong about 
Pericles?” 

Soc. “Well, clearly a caretaker of asses or horses 
or  cows  that  acted  that  way  would  be  judged  a  bad 
herdsman,  if  upon  taking  on  a  herd  that  did  not  kick 
against him nor butted nor bit him, he turned them out so 
clearly fierce as to do all  those things.  Or do you not 
think it’s  a  bad caretaker  that  takes on relatively tame 
wards and turns them out more fierce than he had taken 
them on, no matter what kind of caretaker nor what the 
animal?”

“… Yes or no?”

Call. “‘Quite so’ – Let me please you.”

Soc. “And  please  me  the  more  by  answering 
this: Would you say that men also are animals?”

Call. “How not?”

Soc. “And  was  it  not  men  that  Pericles  was 
taking care of?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “So, wasn’t it necessary that they, as we just 
agreed, had become more just in place of having been
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less  just,  under  his  care,  if  he  was “good” at  political 
matters?”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And aren’t men who are just, tame as such 
also, as Homer has it?

,,, “What do you say? Isn’t that so?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “And  yet  they  showed  themselves  to  be 
fiercer than they had been when he took them on, and 
fierce  toward  himself  to  boot,  which  was  hardly  his 
plan.”

Call. “Do you want me to agree with you?”

Soc. “If  at  least  you  think  what  I’m saying  is 
true.”

Call. “Let it be so.”

Soc. “And if fiercer, more unjust and worse?”

Call. “Let it be so.”

Soc. “Therefore Pericles wasn’t good at politics, 
based on this argument.”

Call. “Not, according to you.”

Soc. “Nor  you,  by Zeus,  given what  you have 
agreed to. But let’s turn to the case of Cimon. Didn’t they 
ostracize him, the very persons he was taking care of, so 
that they wouldn’t have to listen to his voice during ten 
years?  And  they  did  the  same  to  Themistocles  adding 
exile  to  his  punishment.  And  against  Miltiades,  who 
served at Marathon, they brought an action to throw him
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into a pit, and if it hadn’t been for the Prytany he would 

have gone down.  And yet  these men of  yours,  if  they 

were ‘good men’ in the way you mean it, would never be 

suffering such treatment.  Surely it  is  not the case with 

good charioteers that they are not thrown from the traces 

at the beginning, but once they take care of their horses 

and themselves become better charioteers, only then they 

are  thrown.  That’s  not  how  it  works  with  chariots  or 

anywhere else. Don’t you agree?”

Call. “I agree.”

Soc. “Therefore  it  looks  like  our  previous 

arguments were true:  (517) we have seen not a one that 

turned out to be a man good at politics in our city here. 

You  agreed  that  none  of  the  present  are,  but  thought 

earlier ones were, and you brought up these men, but now 

they have proved to be on the same level as the present 

ones, so that if it is ‘orators’ we are to call your men, it 

was neither true oratory they were practicing – for they 

wouldn’t  have  fallen  out  of  favor  –  nor  the  flattering 

kind!”

Call. “In any case,  it’s  a  far  cry,  Socrates,  that 

anybody these days should pull off a deed like the deeds 

they did, any one of them you might wish to name.” 

Soc. “My dazzling man, I fault them not for their 

being  servitors of the city: Indeed, they seem to me to 

have turned out more servitical than those of our day,

146



more able to provide the city what it was desiring. And 
yet, as for redirecting its desires rather than giving in to 
them, by persuading and by pushing toward what would 
make their  citizens  better,  they  were  not  a  whit  better 
than these – the one task that defines a good citizen. As to 
ships and walls and harbors and a lot of other such things, 
I  too agree with you that  those men were more clever 
than these at providing them.

“So  I  have  to  say  we  are  making  a  laughable 
affair of our arguments. During our whole dialogue we 
keep going in circles back to the same place, continually 
ignoring each other and what we are trying to argue. For 
my part, at least, I think you have agreed and recognized 
several times that this activity is in a way two-fold, both 
about the body and about the soul, and that the one part is 
a  serving  activity,  by  which  a  man  becomes  able  to 
provide food for our bodies if they are hungry, and drink 
if thirsty, and cloaks if they are cold, as well as blankets, 
shoes,  and  other  things  for  which  desire  arises  in  our 
bodies.  And it  is  right  for  me to go through the same 
examples so that you might more easily understand what 
I am saying: to be a provider of these things, whether by 
being a merchant, an importer, or indeed a maker of any 
of the things in question, as a cook or a delicatessen or a 
weaver or a shoemaker or a tanner, it is not at all strange 
that, being such, one should seem both to himself and to 
others to be a caretaker of the body – to anybody, that is, 
who does not know that besides all
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those professions there is an art consisting in gymnastics 
and medicine, which is the true therapy of the body and 
which  as  such  properly  rules  over  all  those  arts  and 
determines the use of  their  products,  because it  knows 
among  foods  and  drinks  which  is  helpful  and  which 
harmful as to the virtuous condition  (518) of the body, 
while all those other arts don’t; and hence that these latter 
are slavish and ancillary and dependent concerning the 
business  of  the  body  –  the  other  arts  –  whereas 
gymnastics  and  medicine  have  just  title  to  be  their 
masters.

“That  the  same  then  holds  for  soul  you 
sometimes seem to understand from my arguments and 
give  me  your  agreement  as  if  you  knew  what  I  was 
saying, but then a bit later you come and say that we have 
had certain fine and good political types in our city, and 
when I ask which men you mean, you appear to me to 
bring up the very sorts of men in politics as you would 
answer if I were asking you who are known to be good in 
gymnastics and in therapy for the body, and you would 
say to me, in all  seriousness,  ‘Thearion the baker,  and 
Mithaikos  the  author  of  the  Sicilian  cuisine,  and 
Sarambos the merchant – these are the most wonderful 
therapists for our bodies, the one for providing us with 
wonderful loaves, the other with delicacies, and wine the 
third.’ You might well get upset if I said, ‘Buddy, you are 
completely  clueless  about  gymnastics:  you  are  talking 
about servitors, guys who provide for the desires but
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don’t know the first thing of any worth about them, who 
willy-nilly  engorge  and  fatten  the  bodies  of  men  and 
receive their praise in return, but who will only further 
destroy what health they started with. And they for their 
part, out of inexperience, will not blame those regaling 
them as being responsible for their diseases and the loss 
of  the  health  they  had  originally  had.  Instead  it  is 
whatever persons happen to be there in charge of policy – 
the  moment  all  that  satiety  comes  over  them to  make 
them sick, even though soon after,  brought on with no 
consideration for the healthy – it is these they will blame, 
these they will  berate,  and will  do them some harm if 
only they are able, but will sing praises to the ones that 
started  it  all  and  who  are  responsible  for  their  ills.

“Indeed, Callicles, you are doing the very same 
thing. You sing praises for men who regaled our people 
and served them up whatever they desired. They say they 
have made the city great:  but  that  it  is  now outwardly 
bloated and festering within (519) because of those who 
were in power before, this they do not perceive. It was 
these  after  all  who,  with  no  regard  for  moderation  or 
justice,  engorged  the  city  with  breakwaters,  harbors, 
walls, tariffs and taxes, all such stupidities; so when the 
onset of weakness occurs this time, it is whoever happens 
to be present at that moment that they will blame as their 
counsellors,  but  Themistocles  and  Cimon  and  Pericles 
they will praise, the ones who are actually responsible for 
their ills. And they might just lay their hands on  you, if 
you aren’t careful, and my ally Alcibiades as well – the 
day they
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lose their principal capital in addition to what they have 

made with it, even though you and he are not the cause of 

their  troubles,  though you might just  be guilty in part.

“Just so what I see among the present ones is as 

mindless as what I hear about the greats that came before. 

I  notice  that  once  the  city  starts  treating  one  of  their 

political  men  as  a  wrongdoer  they  become  vexed  and 

complain how horribly they are being treated: ‘Despite 

having done all the great things they have done, my gosh! 

how unjustly they are being brought down by her!’ – so 

they say. But the whole story is a lie: No leader in a city 

would ever be unjustly brought down by the very city he 

is leading! And perhaps it is the same with the sophists as 

with  these  pretend-politicians.  For  in  fact  the  sophists, 

though wise in every field,  do the same strange thing: 

although  they  claim to  be  teachers  of  virtue,  they  are 

known  to  bring  accusations  against  their  students  for 

doing them wrong, in shorting them their fees let alone 

giving them any thanks at all, although they had treated 

them so  well.  And  yet  what  reasoning  could  be  more 

unreasonable  than  this,  namely,  that  men  who  are 

becoming good and just by first being stripped clean of 

injustice by their teacher and then acquiring justice in its 

place, should commit injustice with the very instrument 

they no longer possess?

“... Doesn’t that seem strange to you, my friend
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“... And look: I grant I am making a big speech, 
compelled  to  do  so  by  you,  Callicles,  since  you  are 
unwilling to answer!”

Call. “As if you would be unable to speak if there 
was no one to answer you!”

Soc. “It seems I could! At the moment at least I 
am drawing out long swathes of argument since you are 
unwilling to answer. But, my good man, tell me in the 
name of friendship: don’t you think it nonsense that after 
claiming to have made an individual virtuous, he should 
be criticizing him, claiming that although he became and 
now is virtuous under his tutelage, in the next breath he’s 
the opposite of virtuous?”

Call. “I do.”

Soc. “And do you hear such things said by those 
who claim to be educating men to become virtuous?” 

(520) Call. “I do, and yet what else is there to say about 
such worthless types?”

Soc. “And what would you have to say about the 
ones  were  were  just  talking about,  the  ones  who after 
claiming  they  have  taken  charge  of  the  city  and  are 
concerning themselves  with  making her  as  virtuous  as 
she can be, turn on her at some point and accuse her of 
the uttermost vice? Do you think these are any different 
from those? My blessed fellow, an orator is the same as a 
sophist,  or  nearly  so  and  equivalent,  as  I  argued  with 
Polus.  Out  of  ignorance  you  think  the  one  thing  is 
sensational – oratory – but the other you despise. In truth, 
sophistic is more admirable than oratory to the extent that 
legislation is more admirable than remedial justice and 
gymnastics than medicine. These together but only these,
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I also was thinking – the public speakers and sophists – 
are barred from faulting the very thing they themselves 
teach  as  wreaking  evil  against  themselves,  else  at  the 
same time and by this same argument they are accusing 
themselves of not having helped at all those they claim to 
be helping. Isn’t that so?”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “And  to  afford  to  give  their  help  free  of 
charge was in all likelihood possible only for them, if in 
fact my claim is true. For if it is some other help one has 
actually been helped by, such as to have become quicker 
through  the  services  of  a  trainer,  he  would  perhaps 
withhold  his  thanks  if  the  trainer  should  render  his 
services for free, and not having agreed with him on a fee 
should  try  to  collect  his  pay  right  at  the  moment  he 
conferred  speed  onto  him.  For  I  don’t  think  it  is  by 
slowness that men commit injustice but by injustice.” 

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “Now  if  one  strips  away  this thing  – 
injustice  –  he  needs  not  at  all  worry  he  will  ever  be 
treated unjustly: rather, he alone becomes safe in giving 
his  services  for  free,  if  in  truth  one should be  able  to 
make men virtuous. No?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “This  then  is  the  reason,  it  seems,  that 
taking money to give consultation in other areas, as for 
instance house-building or the other arts, is nothing to be 
ashamed of.” 
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Call. “So it seems.”

Soc. “Whereas in  counseling on  this activity  – 

how one might be as noble as possible and might best 

manage his household or his city – we take for granted 

that it is shameful to refuse to give counsel on condition 

of being paid. True?”

Call. “Yes.”

Soc. “For clearly it is because this benefit, alone 

among benefits, made its beneficiary desire to do good in 

return,  so  that  there  is  good  reason  to  believe  that  in 

rendering benefit in this way one will be treated well in 

return – but if he does not, he will not. Is this the way it 

is?” (521)

Call. “It is.”

Soc. “So  distinguish  for  me  which  of  the  two 

kinds of ministering it is that are you encouraging me to 

take up in ministering to the city.  Is  it  the ministry of 

taking up cudgels for the Athenians that they be as noble 

as possible, analogous to that of the doctor, or that of a 

servitor  with  the  purpose  of  catering  to  their 

gratification? Tell me the truth, Callicles, for it  is only 

right that just as you embarked upon speaking frankly to 

me you should tell the rest of what you have in mind. 

Speak again with all your noble brashness!” 

Call. “I will say catering.”
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Soc. “Pandering, then, you are encouraging me 

to do, my most brash of men.”

Call. “Call  it  what  you  will,  Socrates.  You’d 

better do it, or else ...”

Soc. “Don’t  say  what  you  have  said  so  many 

times: ‘or else anybody who wants will kill me,’ for then 

I’ll have again to say ‘he being evil, me a good man.’ Nor 

say he will strip me of whatever I own, or else I’ll say, 

‘But what he strips from me will be of no use to him,’ 

and that ‘just as he stripped me unjustly so will he use 

what he took unjustly – and if unjustly, shamefully – and 

if shamefully, badly.’”

Call. “How you seem to trust, Socrates, that you 

could not undergo any one of these things, as if you lived 

out of reach and so could not just be dragged into court 

by some man quite evil and insignificant.”

Soc. “A nitwit  I  am in  very truth,  as  you say, 

Callicles, if I do not think that anybody could have who-

knows-what done to him in this city! But of this I am 

certain, that if I do indeed find myself hauled into court 

and facing one of these dangers, then as you yourself say 

it will be a base man that brought me in – no worthy man
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would bring me in, being a person guilty of nothing – and 

it would be nothing strange if I should be killed. Would 

you like to know why I expect this?”

Call. “Very much.”

Soc. “I  imagine  that  few  Athenians,  maybe 
myself  alone,  are  putting  their  hand  to  what  truly 
deserves the name of political art and that I alone among 
current  men am practicing “politics” in that  sense.  So, 
since it is not for entertainment that I say what I say in 
my daily conversations but for the noblest and not the 
most pleasing, and since I am unwilling to practice what 
you  recommend  –  ‘these  subtleties  of  yours’ –  I  will 
indeed be at a loss for words in the law-courts. I’ll put it 
the  way I  put  it  to  Polus:  I  will  be  judged the  way a 
physician  accused  by  a  maker  of  delicacies  would  be 
judged in a court of children. Just think how such a man 
would defend himself, brought before such a jury, against 
an accuser who would say, ‘Children of the jury, many 
are the evils this man I bring before you has wreaked on 
you – upon your very persons! Even the youngest among 
you he has debilitated with his cutting and burning, and 
(522) by starving and suffocating you he stops you in 
your tracks, giving you the bitterest of drinks or forcing 
you to fast or thirst, so different from me who have been 
regaling you with such a wide variety of sweets!’ What 
do  you  fancy  the  physician,  caught  up  in  this  evil 
situation,  would  have  to  say  in  his  defense?  Or,  if  he 
spoke the truth and said, ‘I confess I have done all those 
things, children, but for your health,’ how big an outcry
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do you imagine would then break out among such jurors 

as these? Wouldn’t it be deafening?”

Call. “Perhaps? You can bet on it!”

Soc. “And  so  do  you  imagine  he  would  be 

entirely unable to make his case?”

Call. “Quite.”

Soc. “So there you have the sort of treatment I, 

too, know I would suffer, if I went into court. For neither 

will I have pleasures to tell of having provided – which 

they would count as good deeds and benefits, whereas I 

neither envy those who provide nor know the means by 

which a pleasure is provided – and if someone claims that 

I corrupt young men by making them stop in their tracks, 

or that I slander their elders by saying things they find 

bitter, before others or in private, I will not be given a 

hearing to say, ‘For justice I say and do all this, indeed in 

your interest, men of the jury!’ nor to say anything else. 

So yes: ‘perhaps’ just about anything will happen to me.”

Call. “And so would you judge a man honorable, 

if he had such standing in his city as you describe, unable 

to help himself?”
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Soc “Only,  if  he  has  within  himself  that  one 

asset,  as  you have often agreed:  if  he himself  was his 

defense, for never having said or done anything against 

men or against gods. This is the most important kind of 

help for himself, as we have often agreed. So, if someone 

should  with  argument  show me out  as  unable  to  help 

myself or help another with this kind of help, I would be 

ashamed for being shown out, whether in the presence of 

many or of few, or even alone with him; and if I were put 

to death because of this sort of inability I would be very 

upset.  But  if  it  is  because  of  a  shortage  of  pandering 

oratory that I should meet my end, I am sure you would 

see me accepting my death lightly. The mere fact of death 

nobody fears, unless he be utterly destitute of intelligence 

and bravery, but committing injustice he surely does fear: 

That a soul should arrive in Hades freighted with unjust 

acts  is  the  worst  of  all  evils.  And if  you’ll  consent,  I 

would tell you a story.”

Call. “Now that you’ve gone all the way with the 

other, go the rest of the way with this.” (523)

Soc. “‘Hearken then,’ as they say, ‘to a very fine 

story,’ which  I’d  guess  you  will  take  to  be  a  myth, 

whereas I think it factual. What I am about to say I will 

say believing it true. 
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“As Homer tells us, Zeus and Poseidon and Pluto 
arranged to divide the rule among themselves after they 
took it over from their father. Now the law concerning 
men, under the regime of Cronus as it ever was and still 
is  among  the  gods  –  is  this:  Whoever  among  men 
wentthrough his life justly and piously, once he died he 
was to go off to the Islands of the Blessed and live there 
in complete happiness exempt from evils, but if unjustly 
and atheistically, he was to go to the prison of judgment 
and vengeance which they call Tartarus. The judges over 
these, in the time of Cronus and up until Zeus newly took 
control, were living judges judging the living, and they 
rendered their verdicts on the very day a man was to die.

“They were rendering their verdicts poorly. Pluto, 
along with the caretakers of the Islands of the Blessed, 
came and told Zeus that men were arriving into both their 
demesnes  who  did  not  deserve  it,  some  into  this  and 
others into that. Zeus said, ‘I know it well, and I will be 
putting an end to it: at present, the judges are rendering 
their judgments ill. The men are clothed as they are being 
judged,’ he said, ‘since they are being judged while still 
alive. Many of them, though they have wicked souls, are 
clothed in beautiful bodies with marks of their family and 
wealth, and during the judgment many witnesses come 
forward witnessing on their behalf that they had lived just 
lives. The judges are distracted by these,’ he said, ‘and at 
the same time are themselves clothed as they render their 
judgments, their souls ensconced behind their eyes and
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ears and their bodies as a whole. All these layers get in 

the way, both their own clothing and that of those being 

judged.  First,’  he  said,  ‘they  must  stop  knowing  in 

advance when they are to die – as now they do. As to 

this,  at  least,  the  announcement  has  been  made  by 

Prometheus  of  his  goal  to  stop  it  among  them.  But 

second, they must be stripped naked of each and all these 

things. They must be judged after they have died. And the 

judge must be naked, himself dead, observing with his 

bare soul a soul that is bare, without exception, right after 

the individual  died,  apart  from all  his  family members 

and having left behind on earth all that ornamented him, 

so that the judgment might be just. I recognized the need 

for this before you did, and set up my sons as judges, two 

of them from Asia – Minos and Rhadamanthus –  (524) 

and one from Europe: Aeacus. These, once they die, shall 

sit in judgment in the great meadow where the path splits 

in two, the one path leading to the Islands of the Blessed 

and the other to Tartarus. And those who come from Asia 

Rhadamanthus  will  judge;  those  from Europe,  Aeacus; 

and in case either of them object to the other’s decision I 

grant to Minos the prerogative to settle the matter, so that 

the judgment be as just as possible as to which path men 

are to take.’

“That, Callicles, is what I have heard and I rely 

on it as true. And from this story I infer the following. 

What dying is, in fact, is just the unbinding of the pair of
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things, the soul and the body. And once they are unbound 

from each other, look at them: each retains the condition 

it had been in when the man was alive no less than the 

other, both the body retaining its nature and all the ways 

it was cared for and what it underwent altogether visible 

– for example if a man’s body was large when he was 

alive, whether by nature or by nurture or both, large also 

is his corpse once he is dead; and if fat, then fat in death, 

and so on. And again if he kept his hair long in life, you’d 

see it there in his corpse, too. Or if he was a man that 

needed to  be  whipped and has  traces  of  the  blows he 

received during his life, welts on his body, whether from 

whips or other wounds he suffered, the dead man’s body 

can likewise be seen to bear the same. Or if his limbs had 

been  broken  or  contorted  during  his  life,  these  same 

things are visible in his corpse when he is dead. To put it 

simply, whatever the bodily state he was in when he was 

alive, all its affects are visible once he is dead, or most of 

them, for some time at least. And, Callicles, it seems to 

me the same in fact with regard to the soul, if again you 

think about it. All these things in the soul are there to be 

seen  once  it  is  denuded  of  the  body,  both  its  natural 

endowments and the affects the man had acquired in his 

soul from pursuing the things he pursued in life.
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“Now once they come before the judges, the ones 
from Asia, that is, before Rhadamanthus, Rhadamanthus 
has them stand before him and studies each man’s soul, 
knowing  not  whose  soul  it  is:  for  all  he  knows  he  is 
looking upon the soul of the Great King himself, or any 
other king or powerful man you may wish to name, and 
beholds within it  nothing to recommend it,  but  instead 
that it has been whipped all through and is full of welts 
(525) from oath-breaking and injustice, marks which his 
distinct behavior left as smudges on his soul, and he sees 
everything  made  crooked  by  lying  and  bragging  with 
nothing straight, because his way of life owed nothing to 
truth. A soul filled with the licentiousness and gluttony 
and  violence  and  cravenness  of  his  deeds,  and 
disproportion  and  ugliness,  is  what  he  beholds,  and 
beholding  this  indignantly  consigns  it  directly  to  the 
prison  where  upon  arrival  it  will  undergo  a  suffering 
suited to it.

“What is suitable for everyone being punished, if 
being  rightly  punished  by  another,  is  either  that  he 
become better and benefit from it or that he serve as a 
paradigm for others, so that such others in watching him 
suffer what he suffers will,  out  of fear for themselves, 
become better. The ones who are benefitted in paying the 
due penalty exacted by gods and men are those whose 
sins can be remedied; and yet it is only through pain and 
wailing that the benefit accrues to them, as here on earth 
so also in Hades: indeed there is no other way one can be
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exonerated of one’s injustice. But the ones who commit 
the ultimate injustices and by dint of such injustices are 
rendered irremediable: these are the ones who supply the 
paradigms, whereas in themselves they receive no benefit 
from it at all inasmuch as they are irremediable, whereas 
others  receive  benefit,  those  who  behold  them  under-
going without surcease the greatest, the most painful, the 
most  fearsome  of  sufferings  on  account  of  their  sins, 
baldly hung up there on display, in the prison in Hades, to 
serve as  paradigms for  the unjust  as  they arrive there, 
admonitory  spectacles  of  injustice  –  among  whom  I 
declare will number Polus’s Archelaus if what Polus said 
about him is true, and any other tyrant of his ilk. And I 
imagine  that  the  majority  of  these  paradigmatic  men 
came from the tyrants and kings and from the powerful 
men who had on earth been employed in political affairs. 
For  these  are  the  ones  who,  given  their  opportunities, 
commit the greatest and most impious sins.

“We  have  testimony  of  this  from  Homer.  He 
depicted  kings  and  dynasts  as  the  ones  in  Hades  who 
were suffering eternal punishment, Tantalus and Sisyphus 
and Tityus. But nobody ever depicted Thersites, or any 
other private man who was evil, as being beset with huge 
punishments for being incurable – for I  don’t  think he 
had the opportunity, and in fact he is luckier than those 
who did. But in any case, Callicles, it is from the ranks of 
the powerful, indeed, that extremely evil men also come 
to be. (526) And yet nothing prevents that even among
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these there be found men who are good, and it is quite 
right to wonder at and admire those who are. For it  is 
difficult, Callicles, and highly praiseworthy, that a man 
who comes to enjoy great opportunity to commit unjust 
acts lives his life justly instead. Such men are scarce. Yes, 
both  here  and  elsewhere  they  have  appeared,  and  I 
imagine that in future there will be men well endowed in 
the virtue of carrying out with justice whatever is turned 
over to them. In fact there did appear one man widely 
rumored as such among the Greeks at large: Aristides the 
son of Lysimachus. But, my best of men, the majority of 
the powerful turn out bad.

“So  as  I  was  saying,  when  the  awesome 
Rhadamanthus takes in hand one of that sort, though he 
saw nothing else about him – neither who he is nor his 
family – but that he is a wicked man. And once he saw 
this he sent him off to Tartarus, stamping a mark on him 
as  to  whether  he  judges  he  can  be  reformed  or  is 
irremediable, and when he arrives there he undergoes the 
appropriate penalty. But from time to time he sees in that 
of  another  one  who  had  lived  a  pious  life  and  true, 
whether  of  a  man  outside  politics  or  someone  else 
(especially, I would add, Callicles, that of a philosopher) 
who minded his own business during his life and did not 
play the busy-body, he sent him off in admiration to the 
Islands of the Blessed. So also with Aeacus: both of them 
judge with a  staff  in their  hand,  and Minos supervises 
them from his seat, he alone with a golden scepter,
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as Homer’s Odysseus says he saw him:

holding his golden scepter he decrees justice to the 
shades.

“For my part, Callicles, I am persuaded by these 

stories and so I watch for the ways by which I will show 

myself  before  the  judge  as  a  soul  as  hale  as  possible. 

Passing up the honors sought and conferred among the 

majority of mankind and practicing only honesty, I will 

try in truth to live ever as nobly as I am able and, when 

my time comes, as nobly as ever to die. And to the extent 

I am able, I enlist all men – but you in particular I enlist, 

over against your advice to me – to join in this life, this 

contest,  which I  would rank the equal  of  all  the  other 

contests of this world put together; and I say against you 

in my turn that you will be at a loss to help yourself when 

the time comes for you to face the trial and the judgment 

I  now have described.  You’ll  come before the judge – 

(527) that awesome scion of Aegina – and once  he gets 

hold of  you and brings you in,  it  will  be you who go 

agape and become dizzy in that place no less than I in 

this  place,  and you might  just  receive  that  slap of  the 

disenfranchised  on  your  face,  and  every  other 

degradation.

“But maybe all this seems to you an old wives’ 

tale and you scoff at it. There would be nothing strange in 

scoffing at these things if through research we were able 

to find something better and truer to say. But as it is we
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have you three, the very wisest Greeks of our day, you 

and  Polus  and  Gorgias,  and  you  are  unable  to 

demonstrate that we should live a different life than this, 

which  now appears  also  to  hold  the  advantage  in  the 

world beyond. Instead,  among so many arguments,  the 

others  all  being  refuted,  the  only  argument  that  still 

stands firm is this, that we must take more care not to 

commit  injustice  than  to  avoid  undergoing it,  and  that 

what a real man must concern himself with above all is 

not merely to seem good but to be so, both in his private 

and his public life. And if one has become bad in some 

way he must  be  chastised,  and this  is  the  second best 

good, second after  being a just man, namely to  come to 

be so through chastisement in paying the penalty.  And 

that pandering of any kind, both concerning oneself and 

the others, concerning both the few and the many, must 

be avoided. And that oratory is only to be used only in 

pursuit of justice, and so also with the whole of human 

activity.

“Hearken to me, then, and follow me to the place 

where you will find happiness both in life and afterwards, 

as reason has made clear. And let somebody despise you 

as mindless and degrade you if he prefers, and do by God 

buck up to let him strike you with that dishonoring slap 

of yours. You’ll suffer nothing dire if you are a decent 

man in truth and you are practicing virtue. And later, after 

we practice this together, only if it then seems we ought,
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will we make our entry into politics, or do whatever else 
it  seems we ought to do: only then shall we make our 
plan, since then we will  be better at giving and taking 
counsel  than we are at  present.  For it  is  shameful that 
people in the state in which we now find ourselves should 
nevertheless try to make a novel appearance on the scene, 
as if they were somebodies, when in fact they never think 
the same thing about the same things, and about the most 
important questions to boot! Such is the measure of our 
lack of preparation and understanding!

“So let us adopt as our leader the argument that 
has now become clear to us, which dictates to us that this 
is the best way of living, to practice both justice and the 
rest of virtue, both in the way we live and the way we 
die. Let us follow this way, and let us call on the others 
here to join us – not to take the path you called me to 
with  such  confidence.  That  path  is  of  no  worth, 
Callicles.”
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